City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Theses and Dissertations

Hunter College

Spring 5-6-2021

A sculpir qui cose divine: The Spiritual Non-Finito in
Michelangelo's Pietà
Kaitlin Arbusto
CUNY Hunter College

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/hc_sas_etds/733
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

‘A sculpir qui cose divine’
The Spiritual Non-Finito in Michelangelo’s Pietà

Kaitlin Arbusto

Submitted in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts in Art History, Hunter College
The City University of New York

2021

May 6, 2021
Date

Dr. Maria Loh
Thesis Sponsor

May 6, 2021
Date

Dr. Hendrik Dey
Second Reader

Table of Contents
Acknowledgments ……………………………………………………………………………….. ii
List of Illustrations ……………………………………………………………………………… iii
Introduction ………………………………………………………………………………………. 1
Chapter 1 – Facieba[t]: The Vatican Pietà …………………………………………………….... 9
Chapter 2 – Sola fide: The Florentine Pietà ……………………………………………………. 25
Chapter 3 – Sbozzata et non finita: The Rondanini Pietà ……………………………………… 47
Chapter 4 – La gratia d’Iddio non si può comperare: The Presentation Drawing Pietà ………. 59
Conclusion – Mons dei …………………………………………………………………………. 71
Bibliography ……………………………………………………………………………………. 78
Illustrations ……………………………………………………………………………………... 83

i

Acknowledgments
This thesis was produced in the midst of a worldwide emergency, and thus required the
help of a virtual village to complete. First, I would like to thank Professor Maria Loh for her
endless patience, support, and encouragement. This paper could not have come to fruition
without her invaluable guidance, expertise, insight, and honesty, for which I am infinitely
thankful. I am also grateful to Professor Hendrik Dey, whose feedback and attention to detail
enabled the best version of my argument. The standard to which they held this thesis facilitated
its completion.
Many thanks to Megan Crosby, Charlotte Svetkey, and Julie Treumann for their
friendship, support, and understanding throughout the writing process. We did this together, and
our conversations were instrumental in making it through. I could not have done this without
you.
I would like to thank my parents and my sister, Dana, for their support during all of the
late nights I spent at the table, flipping through a mountain of books, and for listening when I
needed to talk through my thoughts.
I am forever indebted to Professor Amy Bloch of the University at Albany, SUNY, who
was the first person to notice and support my interest in the history of art. Her encouragement
changed my life forever all those years ago, and I am grateful to her for first planting the seed.
Finally, to the genius Michelangelo, for making it worth watering. Wherever you are, I
hope your soul is at peace.

ii

List of Illustrations
Figure 1

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Pietà, 1497-1501, marble, 174 cm. x 195 cm.
St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City, Rome, Italy

Figure 2

Pietà, Church of Saint-Aulaire, Aulaire, France

Figure 3

Pietà, Church of Saint-Jean, Tulle, France

Figure 4

Raphael, Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saints, and Angels, 1502-1503, oil on
poplar, 283.3 cm. x 167.3 cm., National Gallery, London, United Kingdom

Figure 5

Raphael, Detail: Raphael’s Signature, Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saints, and
Angels, 1502-1503, oil on poplar, 283.3 cm. x 167.3 cm., National Gallery,
London, United Kingdom

Figure 6

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Detail: Michelangelo’s signature, Pietà, 1497-1501,
marble, 174 cm. x 195 cm., St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City, Rome, Italy

Figure 7

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Florentine Pietà, 1547-1555, marble, 130.3 cm. x
226 cm., Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Florence, Italy

Figure 8

Agesander, Athenodoros, and Polydorus, Laocoön and His Sons, ca. 27 BC-68
CE, marble, 208 cm. x 163 cm. x 112 cm., Vatican Museums, Vatican City,
Rome, Italy

Figure 9

Attributed to Nicodemus, Volto Santo di Lucca, ca. 770-880 CE, wood, 240 cm.
Cathedral of San Martino, Lucca, Italy

Figure 10

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Rondanini Pietà, 1555-1564, marble, 67.1 cm. x
195 cm., Castello Sforzesco, Milan, Italy

Figure 11

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Five Studies for the Rondanini Pietà (The Oxford
Sketches, ca. 1555-1560, black chalk on paper, 18 cm. x 28.1 cm., The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York City, New York

Figure 12

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Alternate View: Rondanini Pietà, 1555-1564, marble,
67.1 cm. x 195 cm., Castello Sforzesco, Milan, Italy

Figure 13

Erroneously attributed to Michelangelo Buonarroti, Palestrina Pietà, ca. 1555,
marble, 253 cm., Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence, Italy

Figure 14

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Presentation Drawing Pietà for Vittoria Colonna, ca.
1538-1544, black chalk on paper, 28.9 cm. x 18.9 cm., Isabella Stewart Gardner
Museum, Boston, Massachusetts

Figure 15

Michelangelo Buonarroti, Presentation Drawing Crucifixion for Vittoria
Colonna, ca. 1538-1541, black chalk on paper, 36.8 cm. x 26.9 cm., The British
Museum, London, United Kingdom

Figure 16

To-scale comparisons of the sizes and proportions in Michelangelo’s four Pietà;
images as detailed above; dimensions and calculations provided by author

iii

Introduction
Previous scholarly discussion of Michelangelo’s non-finito has primarily focused on the
unfinished physical quality of the marble sculptures and his technical failure to execute them,
rather than the emotional or psychological state that may have motivated him. Though such
analysis has proven fruitful, an alternative interpretation for the prevalence of incomplete works
in the artist’s corpus, many of which are fraught with biblical references, would see the nonfinito as a manifestation of his spirituality, the essence of which metamorphosized consistently
over the course of his long life. This thesis will consider Michelangelo’s development as a
Catholic as a function of what will be referred to as the ‘spiritual non-finito’ in tandem with the
physical non-finito of the four Pietà that he made over the course of his long career.
The final years of the fifteenth century in Florence were marked by a shift in the standard
economic paradigm from the existing system of unskilled labor-driven industry in favor of a
rising class of professional artisans whose production created a new market for luxury
consumption.1 With this rising class of talented craftsmen came a demand for their efforts in the
form of patronage which, as the turn of the century neared, began to define a critical source of
elite power. It is in this shifting Florentine economy that history first takes note of a young
Michelangelo Buonarroti, in the wake of the death of his mentor Lorenzo ‘il Magnifico’
de’Medici, seeking the sort of fame and fortune associated with his unique skillset.
Until his death in April 1492, Lorenzo – the city’s autonomous head of the oligarchy –
maintained a dedicated interest in education and the fine arts, consistent with the changing tastes
of the Florentine elite, even going so far as to develop a school of art in his famous sculpture

1

For a discussion of the economy of the arts – specifically painting – in fifteenth-century Italy, see Michael Baxandall, “Chapter
1: Conditions of Trade,” in Painting and Experience in 15th-Cenutry Italy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1972), 1-23.
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garden with the assistance of Domenico Ghirlandaio.2 Even in adolescence, Michelangelo’s
talents were desirable; it is for this reason that, in 1488, Michelangelo was taken away from his
formal apprenticeship with Ghirlandaio and placed into the Medici home for further training in
the sculpture garden under Lorenzo’s supervision.
With this new arrangement came endless opportunities for the young artist’s exposure to
great humanists, philosophers, intellectuals, and clergymen. Lorenzo was not only the city’s
most senior politician, but also a dedicated scholar and devout Catholic, whose lifelong
audiences included the likes of humanist Angelo Poliziano and philosopher Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola. As his years in power progressed, Lorenzo became less interested in studying
Dantean and Petrarchan poetry, which consumed his youth, in favor of the pursuit of
philosophical and religious redemption. Plagued by ill health, despite his relative youth, and the
looming prospect of his own mortality, Lorenzo meddled in the internal affairs of the Bolognese
Convent of San Domenico in 1482. As a result, a young prior by the name of Girolamo
Savonarola – who would later shape the history and reformation of the Catholic Church – first
arrived in Florence to assist il Magnifico on his spiritual journey to salvation.3
Effectively splitting his time between Florence, Bologna, and Rome beginning in 1482,
Savonarola was steadily gaining traction throughout Italy as a critic of the papacy and the
Catholic Church via a series of impassioned sermons that claimed to prophesize the collapse of
the corrupt institution at the wrath of an angry God. Setting his sights on Florence, Savonarola
began to demand revolution from a captivated and fearful Catholic audience, who were
entranced by his fervent ambition and zealous dedication to only the purest devotion to God.

2

See F.W. Kent, Lorenzo de’Medici and the Art of Magnificence (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006), ProQuest
Ebook Central for an exploration of Lorenzo’s major contribution to patronage of the arts.
3
For a discussion of Savonarola’s relationship with il Magnifico, see Donald Weinstein, “Chapter 5: The Magnificent Lorenzo,”
in Savonarola: The Rise and Fall of a Renaissance Prophet (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), Kindle edition.
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Lorenzo afforded many protections to his outspoken confidant and spiritual advisor that allowed
Savonarola to continue to preach such apparent anti-Medicean, pro-republican, and proreformation sentiments.
Savonarola took up permanent residence in Florence in 1489 and continued to prophesize
the collapse of Florence under Lorenzo’s protection. His spiritual relationship with il Magnifico
was one of respect in the face of clashing public perspectives, for men such as Lorenzo
embodied the enemy described in Savonarola’s sermons, which emphasized a return to biblical
orthodoxy in the face of increasingly grander demonstrations of faith in tandem with continued
abuse of wealth and power.
This backdrop of passion and religious fervor at the start of his career would heavily
influence the young Michelangelo.4 Savonarola’s sudden conviction, public hanging, and
burning in May 1498, however, forced Michelangelo to reevaluate his political and personal
affiliations in what would become the infancy of the Reformation to come. He threw himself
into a variety of works commissioned by Roman clergymen and the papacy to not only further
his career, but also align himself politically with the institution that bore the vast majority of
power in the Italian peninsula. In spite of this, Michelangelo would harbor kernels of the reformoriented ideology to which he had been exposed in adolescence by Savonarola throughout
adulthood. This reformist spirit would later morph into the base for exploration of his spirituality
beginning around 1536 with his introduction to the Marchioness of Pescara, Vittoria Colonna.
The nature of the friendship that developed between the artist and the Marchioness will
be elaborated upon in later chapters. Her influence as his spiritual advisor and confidant would
motivate the aging Michelangelo, well into his sixties, to dwell heavily on his own mortality and

4

For an exploration of the influence of Savonarola on Michelangelo, his work, and his poetry, see Ann H. Hallock, “The
Savonarolan Influence of Michelangelo’s ‘Giunto è Gia ‘l Corso della Vita Mia,” Romance Notes 41, no. 3 (2001), 301-09.
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the fate of his soul. Such dwelling was driven by the 1543 publication of the Beneficio di Cristo,
which codified the nature of Italian evangelical worship by preaching the doctrine of sola fide.
This doctrine encouraged the devout to demonstrate their piety not by the traditional rites and
rituals associated with Church-as-institution-oriented worship, but rather by faith in Christ alone.
A lifetime of devout piety motivated by an endless, ongoing cycle of justifying one’s faith in
Christ from birth and until death was the ticket to the salvation of one’s soul. There was no finite
quantity, no goal that one could reach to signify a sufficient-enough demonstration of piety to
earn salvation. One simply had to prove over and over one’s faith in Christ alone, irrespective of
deeds and works, a perpetual reflection of the self, a cyclical and ongoing work in progress. The
essence of one’s efforts to evaluate and reevaluate his or her internalized faith in Christ was the
ultimate doctrine of sola fide preached by the Marchioness, a well-established evangelical
reformer in pre-Tridentine Rome.
Like this perpetual cycle of justification by faith codified in the Beneficio di Cristo,
Michelangelo would enter his own ongoing pattern of self-reflection in his art and sonnets by
revisiting the same themes and iconography over and over throughout his life. These works were
not redundant, but meditative, as he persistently fixated on the notions of love, death, faith, and
salvation associated with the development of his spirituality in the many decades of his life. This
contemplation of such themes reveals itself in all four of Michelangelo’s surviving Pietà, the
iconography of which traditionally exhibited the Virgin’s mournful lamentation over the body of
Christ, grieving His sacrifice following the Crucifixion. Michelangelo first explored this
iconography in his famous marble Vatican Pietà (Figure 1), sculpted between 1497 and 1501, on
commission from a French cardinal. This would be the only time Michelangelo executed a pietà
in exchange for payment; his next, a presentation drawing for Vittoria Colonna (Figure 14)

4

sketched somewhere between 1538 and 1544, would be a gift, un-returnable and nonreimbursable by nature. Following her death in 1547, Michelangelo would return again to this
iconography in his second marble Pietà (Figure 7), intended for his own tomb. The artist’s final
iteration of the theme would come in his final work, the Rondanini Pietà (Figure 10), which was
left forever unfinished with Michelangelo’s death at the age of eighty-nine on February 18, 1564.
Notable in each work is the fact that they all exist on a pendulum that fluctuates between
finito and non-finito, neither one nor the other, perpetually ongoing and never quite complete.
Michelangelo’s specific return to the story of the pietà, over and over, has prompted others to
perform psychoanalysis on Michelangelo as a grown man who never knew a mother.5 I am more
interested in how Michelangelo’s perpetual return to this iconography, in both word and image,
is reflected in his self-identification with each of the four works. He reworked the Pietà in
marble and chalk in parallel to his reworking of the themes of love, death, mortality, and
salvation in his poetry, beginning with his earliest surviving sonnet:
One who lives happily for many years
in one brief hour suffers and laments;
another, through famous or ancient lineage
shines brightly, and in a moment grows dark.
There isn’t a moving thing under the sun
that death does not defeat and fortune change.6
This contemplation persisted even in his final sonnet that is, poetically, also incomplete:
You’ve no longer any other way to rid me
of love, that dangerous and futile passion,
than by misfortune or those fateful blows
by which you set your friends free from this world,
5

See Moshe Arkin, “‘One of the Mary’s…’: An Interdisciplinary Analysis of Michelangelo’s Florentine Pietà,” The Art Bulletin
79, no. 3 (1997), 493-417; Robert S. Liebert, “Michelangelo’s Mutilation of the Florentine Pietà: A Psychoanalytic Inquiry,” The
Art Bulletin 59, no. 1 (1977), 47-54; Rona Goffen, “Mary’s Motherhood According to Leonardo and Michelangelo,” Artibus et
Historiae 20, no. 40 (1999), 35-69, Gerda Frank, “The Enigma of Michelangelo’s Pietà Rondanini: A Study of Mother-Loss in
Childhood,” American Imago 23, no. 4 (Winter 1966), 287-315, and William Wallace, “Michelangelo’s Wet Nurse,” Arian: A
Journal of Humanities and the Classics, Third Series, 17, no. 2 (2009), 51-55 for explorations of Michelangelo’s psychological
state into adulthood as a result of the premature death of his mother.
6
Michelangelo Buonarroti, The Poetry of Michelangelo, ed. and trans. James M. Saslow (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1991), 65-66, Sonnet no. 1., ca. 1503-1506.
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my dear Lord, you who alone can clothe and strip
our souls, and with your blood purify and heal them
of their countless sins and human impulses…7
His revisitation of these themes in the written word demonstrates a perpetuity of thought
involved in leaving things open-ended or unfinished. This is identical to the cyclical, ongoing
nature of justification by faith preached by the Beneficio di Cristo, suggesting, on at least some
level, Michelangelo’s conscious awareness of not only the perpetuity of his faith, but also the
perpetuity of his explorations of this iconography of love, death, sacrifice, and salvation. That
the four Pietà exist at different points of this “pendulum of completeness,” therefore, is worthy
of consideration as part of Michelangelo’s perpetual spiritual journey.
Our exploration of this pendulum begins in Chapter 1, at one extreme with the Vatican
Pietà, the most complete of the artist’s explorations of this motif in marble. Michelangelo’s
humble allowance for further endless improvement upon the seemingly flawless surface of the
sculpture, however, can be identified in the clever pun of his signature.8 Though he would not be
exposed to the doctrine of sola fide for several decades, this thesis will suggest that the signature
can be read as part of a Reform mindset in its infancy against the backdrop of the fallout of the
rise and fall of Savonarola.
In Chapter 2, our consideration of this pendulum shifts in the opposite direction.
Michelangelo’s vast ambition for the marble that would become the Florentine Pietà would defy
the very essence of the doctrine of sola fide codified in the Beneficio di Cristo and instilled
within him by Vittoria Colonna, thereby challenging the process by which he believed he could
attain salvation. Midway through its execution, Michelangelo would realize his grand lapse in

7

Michelangelo quoted in Saslow, The Poetry of Michelangelo, 501, Sonnet no. 302, ca. 1560.
For previous scholarship on this detail, see Aileen June Wang, “Michelangelo’s Signature,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 35,
no. 2 (Summer 2004), 447-473 and Lisa Pon, “Michelangelo’s First Signature,” Sources: Notes in the History of Art 15, no. 4
(Summer 1996), 16-21.
8
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judgment and attack the sculpture in a fit of frustration, eventually releasing it to the care and
preservation of a trusted acquaintance. Michelangelo’s interruption of his own unfinished
spiritual contemplation, therefore, was yet another reflection of his ongoing quest for salvation in
marble – one that was contingent upon demonstration of his own humility.
The Rondanini Pietà, the focus of Chapter 3, would be Michelangelo’s final and most
humble iteration of such iconography in stone. The work would be the most incomplete of his
four versions, at the very extreme of this pendulum. That it was interrupted by its master’s death
permits a wide breadth of analysis, particularly with respect to Christ’s unidentifiable and
ambiguous companion, a byproduct of the uncharacteristically-reduced composition and the
unpolished, chiseled surface of the marble. John T. Paoletti’s exploration of the non-finito in
Michelangelo’s conception and execution of the Rondanini Pietà, particularly with respect to
Christ’s companion, touches upon a critical juncture in our consideration of this pendulum.9
Chapter 4, in turn, relies heavily on Alexander Nagel’s article and book, respectively
entitled “Gifts for Michelangelo and Vittoria Colonna” and Michelangelo and the Reform of
Art.10 In both, Nagel explores the nature of presentation drawings as gifts. Such were the
circumstances surrounding Michelangelo’s fourth Pietà, a black chalk on paper drawing,
precluding the sort of self-reflection the artist often sought in his beloved marble. The drawing
for Colonna is Michelangelo’s most humble execution of this iconography when considered in
the economy of exchange delineated in the Beneficio di Cristo and explored by Nagel.
Michelangelo fully completed the presentation drawing without compensation upon its delivery
as a gift that could never expect return. Its execution was less a moment of self-reflection than it

9

John T. Paoletti, “The Rondanini Pietà: Ambiguity Maintained Through the Palimpsest,” Artibus et Historiae 21, no. 42 (2000),
53-80.
10
Alexander Nagel, “Gifts for Michelangelo and Vittoria Colonna,” The Art Bulletin 79, no. 4 (December 1997), 647-68 and
Alexander Nagel, Michelangelo and the Reform of Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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was a demonstration of friendship and spirituality – a humble and complete iteration of the
iconography of sacrifice and salvation that haunted him through much of his life. In this Pietà,
the final one to be discussed in this thesis, our pendulum of completeness has returned to its
original state, the extreme finito.

8

Chapter 1 – Facieba[t]: The Vatican Pietà
The death of Lorenzo de’Medici on April 8, 1492 seemed to bring to life Savonarola’s
prophecy of disaster. Implicated in the friar’s impassioned sermons were the Florentine elite,
whose excessive wealth countered the return to strict orthodoxy of Catholic faith that he
preached. Savonarola warned of the wrath of an angry God and of the collapse of the city as a
result of such excess in both political and ecclesiastical circles.11 Lorenzo’s passing demarcated
a critical moment in Florentine history, the effects of which reverberated throughout the
Republic. Angelo Poliziano, the renowned Italian humanist in the employ of il Magnifico, wrote
in May of the strange circumstances in Florence in the immediate aftermath:12
During the night on which Lorenzo died, a star that was brighter and larger than
usual loomed over the villa where he was passing away, and was observed to fall
and disappear at the very moment when it was known that he had given up the
ghost. For three nights without interruption torches are said to have run from the
hills of Fiesole above the church where the remains of the Medici dynasty are
buried, shining brightly and then, after a brief interval, vanishing… At Arezzo, on
the very top of the fortress, twin flames are reported to have burned like St.
Elmo’s fire for a very long time; and beneath the walls of the city a she-wolf
repeatedly let out blood-curdling howls… A doctor among our contemporaries
held to be a great expert committed suicide because his professional skill and
diagnosis proved mistaken.13
With these reports of divine mysticism at the exact moment of Lorenzo’s death came a wave of
mass hysteria, as the Florentine public saw God’s intervention as evidence for Savonarola’s
admonition. The death of Pope Innocent VII months later on July 25, 1492 and the subsequent
conclave that elected his successor, the Spanish Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia, to the papacy as
Alexander VI on August 11 of the same year, further served to reiterate Savonarola’s claims

11

The specifics of Savonarola’s sermons are detailed in Weinstein, “Chapter 3: The Making of a Prophet,” in Savonarola, Kindle
edition.
12
For more information concerning their relationship and the state of Florentine politics and humanism preceding and subsequent
to Lorenzo’s death, see Peter Godman, From Poliziano to Machiavelli: Florentine Humanism in the High Renaissance
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019).
13
Angelo Poliziano, letter to Iacopo Antiquario dated May 18, 1492, cited and translated in Godman, From Poliziano to
Machiavelli, 24.
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against the unorthodox and exhibitionist nature of the Church and the bureaucracy. The very
election of Cardinal Borgia to the papacy was the pinnacle of the kind of institutional corruption
against which Savonarola vehemently campaigned. Alexander was, in Savonarola’s eyes, the
exact antithesis of the pious, humble archetype of man that should be pope.14 The sequential
deaths of the two most powerful figures in Italy in 1492 laid the foundation for the first hint of
the Reformation to come.
The succession of Lorenzo’s eldest son, Piero, to the Medici throne hardly constituted an
adequate replacement. Piero was weak, paranoid, troubled, and alarmingly ill-equipped for the
position of power into which he had been thrust. Within two years of his ascension, the French
King Charles VIII was en route to invade Tuscany. Piero surrendered Florence without fight,
leading to alarming citywide distrust in his ability to rule. Savonarola quickly capitalized on the
population’s cynicism and the apparent materialization of his predicted collapse of the city. He
immediately facilitated the exile of the Medici from Florence, and established himself as their
new, righteous leader, all before October 1494.15
The death of Lorenzo also coincided with the beginning of Michelangelo’s professional
career. After the eldest Buonarroti son, Lionardo, entered the Dominican brotherhood in 1491,
Michelangelo was forced, as second eldest, to assume responsibility for the financial support of
his family. Michelangelo left Florence in October 1494 at the outset of Savonarola’s rule in the
city, according to his contemporary biographer Giorgio Vasari, because “he feared some sinister

14

Cardinal Borgia engaged in a lifestyle of extravagance, debauchery, and political corruption both before and during his tenure
as pope. See Arnold Harris Mathew, The Life and Times of Rodrigo Borgia, Pope Alexander VI (New York: Brentano’s, 1910)
for a complete biography.
15
A detailed summary of Piero’s political inadequacy and the circumstances surrounding his quick exile from Florence is
available in John Najemy, “Chapter 11” in A History of Florence (1200-1575) (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2006). For
discussion of the events leading up to Piero’s surrender and Savonarola’s takeover of the city of Florence, see Lauro Martines,
“Chapter 14: The Bottom Line,” in April Blood: Florence and the Plot Against the Medici (Oxford; Oxford University Press,
2003), 251-262.
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accident might befall him as a friend” of the Medici.16 He sought patronage first in Venice, then
in Bologna, and finally in his hometown, during which time he realized only a small handful of
commissions that yielded meager returns.17
Despite the inadequate compensation for these early commissions, the works executed
garnered Michelangelo a sufficient reputation to earn an invitation to the Eternal City by
Cardinal Raffaele Riario, whom he first met through the Medici. Days after his arrival on June
25, 1496, Michelangelo was granted his first substantial commission – the Bacchus – from none
other than the Cardinal himself. The execution of the Bacchus commission marked the end of
Michelangelo’s professional relationship with Cardinal Riario; however, it also heralded the
beginning of several decades of ecclesiastical patronage from Rome for the young artist. The
surviving letters from his first stay in the Eternal City are each signed as Michelangelo “in
Roma,” which emphasizes his geographical proximity to the church as the center of fine arts
patronage.18
Several of these letters from Rome suggest that the Buonarroti family depended
financially on the potential for Michelangelo’s professional success. In a letter dated July 1,
1497 to his father, Lodovico Buonarroti, Michelangelo indicated that his older brother, the friar
Lionardo, asked of him a “gold ducat” to finance a trip home.19 Six weeks later, on August 19,
Michelangelo discussed in another letter his personal responsibility for his father’s significant
debt, despite not having money himself:

16

Vasari, “The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti,” 422.
Vasari notes Giovanfrancesco Aldovrandi’s tomb commission, for which Michelangelo was paid thirty ducats for the
completion of two missing figures, and the Sleeping Cupid, for which Michelangelo was only paid thirty scudi after the dealer
Baldassare del Milanese sold the work for two hundred ducats. See Vasari, “The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti,” 423.
18
As noted in Pon, “Michelangelo’s First Signature,” 16.
19
“I must inform you that Fra Lionardo returned here – to Rome – and said that he had been obliged to flee from Viterbo and that
he had his habit taken away and wished to go home. So I gave him a gold ducat which he asked of me for the journey…”
Michelangelo, quoted and translated in E.H. Ramsden, The Letters of Michelangelo, vol. 1 (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1963), 4, Letter no. 2, July 1, 1497.
17
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Buonarroto arrived here on Friday… He tells me that the haberdasher, Consiglio, is
giving you a lot of trouble, that he won’t come to any agreement and that he wants to
have you arrested. I advise you to see to it that you do come to an agreement and pay
him a few ducats on account; send and let me know what you agree to give him and I’ll
send it to you, if you haven’t got it. Although I have very little money, as I’ve told you,
I’ll contrive to borrow it, so that you do not have to withdraw it from the Funds…20
In a letter dated October 1497 and addressed to his younger brother, Buonarroto, Michelangelo
wrote, “For your information, Buonarroto, I’ve paid two ducats to Baldassare [Balducci] here, so
that he may make them payable to you there through Francesco Strozzi,”21 identifying yet
another family member reliant on Michelangelo’s income to survive. The artist’s generosity
extended beyond his immediate family – in August 1499, Michelangelo wrote of a nun who
claimed to be a relative in a letter to his father, the final surviving words from his first stay in
Rome:
I recently had a letter from a nun who says she is an aunt of ours. She commends herself
to me and says she is very poor and in the utmost need and asks alms of me. For this
purpose I am sending you five broad ducats, so that for the love of God you may give her
four and a half…22
In his move to Rome, Michelangelo made himself available to the dozens of well-connected,
wealthy Cardinals – including Riario – who would be in need of artists.23 A shrewd political
operator from an early age, Michelangelo was acutely aware of the perception of his actions in
various partisan circles following the death of Lorenzo. This awareness must have persisted well
into his first stay in Rome, for Savonarola was excommunicated by Alexander VI in May 1497
and, after having confessed to falsifying his prophecies, was hanged and burned on charges of
heresy and schismatics a year later.24 Savonarola’s sympathizers were, too, silenced and forced

20

Michelangelo quoted in Ramsden, The Letters of Michelangelo, vol. 1, 5, Letter no. 3, August 19, 1497.
Michelangelo quoted in Ramsden, The Letters of Michelangelo, vol. 1, 5, Letter no. 4, October 1497.
22
Michelangelo quoted in Ramsden, The Letters of Michelangelo, vol. 1, 6, Letter no. 5, August 1499.
23
Asciano Condivi, in his biography, noted that Michelangelo believed “Rome, so highly praised to him…as a very large field
where everyone could demonstrate his talents.” (Michelangelo, George Bull, Peter Porter, and Asciano Condivi, “The Life of
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into secrecy under threat of meeting a similar fate. With the Medici in exile and the Dominican
reformer executed in public, it was in Michelangelo’s best interests – the preservation of the
potential for future commissions to earn enough money to support his family – to align himself
with the institution of the Church.
In the fall of 1497, Michelangelo was approached by the French Cardinal Jean Bilhères
de Lagraulas via their mutual associate – banker, guarantor, and connoisseur Jacopo Galli25 –
regarding a commission for a marble statue for the Cardinal’s tomb in the Santa Petronilla chapel
of St. Peter’s Basilica. The commission of the Vatican Pietà would be his first of this caliber.
The contract, which guaranteed its execution within a year for 450 ducats of compensation, was
signed the following August upon the successful quarrying and delivery of the marble. Galli
promised the Cardinal that Michelangelo would create “the most beautiful work of art in Rome,
one that no living artist could better.”26
Vasari noted the miracle of Michelangelo’s execution of Galli’s bold promise and echoed
the guarantor’s high praise:
No sculptor, not even the most rare artist, could ever reach this level of design and
grace… in truth, it is absolutely astonishing that the hand of an artist could have
properly executed something so sublime and admirable in a brief time, and clearly
it is a miracle that a stone, formless in the beginning, could ever have been
brought to the state of perfection which Nature habitually struggles to create in
the flesh.27
The Vatican Pietà (Figure 1) features the young Madonna cradling the lifeless body of her son
following the Deposition. His body rests limply in His mother’s lap in between mounds of
intricate drapery, while she softly looks down, internalizing her loss and sorrow. Her left hand
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gestures to the viewer, as if first focusing our contemplation on the dead Christ in her lap and
second to the late Cardinal Bilhères at our feet. The marble is exquisitely finished, polished to a
seemingly-impossible sheen, demonstrating the young artist’s advanced technical acumen.
The scene depicted, a tender representation of Mary’s interaction with her dead son, was
one prevalent in Northern and Central Europe in the late Middle Ages. Such iconography was
particularly pervasive in Southwestern France, from where the sculpture’s patron hailed.
Cardinal Bilhères was born in the Gascony region of France in the 1430s and, after having been
elected bishop, enjoyed a longstanding professional association with his homeland until his
death.28 Sculptures with similar iconography of the Madonna and Child were common in the
region’s churches.29 These works, such as the Saint-Aulaire church Pietà (Figure 2) and the
Saint-Jean church Pietà (Figure 3), feature the Virgin, clad in a sea of robes, gently cradling her
son’s body in a moment of reflection similar to that in the Vatican Pietà.30 Though the
iconography matches, the anatomy of the bodies and the folds of drapery present in the SaintAulaire and Saint-Jean Pietà hardly reflect the corporeality present in Michelangelo’s version.
Instead, the figures appear stiff, bodiless, and lifeless, the drapery monolithic and still, lacking
the attention to anatomical detail and gravitational force that defined Michelangelo’s sculpture.
Vasari noted that the stone carved by Michelangelo existed in a “state of perfection which Nature
habitually struggles to create in the flesh,”31 suggesting that the artist’s attention to believable,
corporeal detail in the Vatican Pietà distinguished his sense of technical acumen from his
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contemporaries. Michelangelo classicized the Northern iconographical motif – a scene already
familiar to his patron – into marble, and this traditional High Renaissance style would attract
distinguished patrons for the rest of his life.
The sculpture went on display at Cardinal Bilhères’ tomb at the Santa Petronilla chapel
sometime around September 1500; a deposit of 230 ducats in Galli’s bank appears to corroborate
the execution of the contract and the conclusion of the commission.32 Shortly after it was
unveiled, however, Michelangelo revisited the sculpture and reopened the project to add his
signature, which scholars have noted was the first and only of his career.33 It was inscribed
down the sash across the Virgin’s breast, a bold move at the center of his sacred composition.
Historically, signatures intentionally displayed on works of sacred art tended to reinforce
and communicably establish the demonstrated piety of the artist himself; the physical location of
the signature itself in the context of the work was a large component of this understanding.34
The placement of an artist’s signature at the center of a sacred scene – instead of in the periphery
– constructs a relationship between artist and the divine for the viewer. Such a connection, as
noted by Louisa C. Matthew, may be drawn in Raphael’s Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saints, and
Angels35 (Figure 4), which features the peaceful body of Christ on the cross after His Passion,
mourned by His mother, the Magdalene, John the Evangelist, and Saint Jerome. At the bottom
of the central axis of the painting, delineated by the vertical member of the Cross, is Raphael’s
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signature, etched into the wood grain (Figure 5) – a conscious placement by the artist.36 Raphael
had ample room to add his signature at either of the bottom corners. Instead, in appending his
name to the cross, Raphael positioned himself in physical proximity to the sacred scene,
constructing a visual call to his faith in Christ for the viewer. It was the ultimate demonstration
of piety for the young artist, who would repeat this intentional identification with his sacred
works multiple times during his career.
It is possible that there was a similar objective for the placement of Michelangelo’s
signature in the Vatican Pietà across the Virgin’s breast, which occupies a substantial area at the
center of the composition. Michelangelo’s election to carve here specifically and to affix his
own name to the marble can be interpreted as a deliberate one that aligned the artist with the
Virgin. With his name crossing Mary’s body, he identifies with the body that birthed Christ and
later supported His corpse in the Pietà. Mary gives birth to Christ and supports Him in death;
Michelangelo, as sculptor, does the same in bringing Christ to life in marble.
Irving Lavin posited that the physical contact between Michelangelo’s signature and the
body of the Virgin is rooted in the notion of the Mother Church, which suggests that the Virgin is
the original institution of Christianity, the original home of Christ.37 A physical identification
with the Virgin manifested in the form of his signature demonstrated a gesture of observable
devotion to both Christ and his Mother, the Church. This spiritual association with the Church as
institution further reiterates Michelangelo’s political association with the Church as institution in
the years following the Medici exile from Florence, during which time he was primarily
patronized by high-ranking members of the clergy.
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The sash upon which the signature was carved has been subject to much scholarly
deliberation. It is highly polished, cutting across the very center of the work. There is no
indication that it was an afterthought or otherwise unplanned in Michelangelo’s detailed
conception of the composition. The intricate folds of drapery affected by its placement appear to
reinforce the conclusion, noted by Aileen June Wang, that the sash was likely part of the original
design.38 Furthermore, it serves no alternative iconographical or compositional purpose for the
scene depicted than to house the artist’s signature.
As this Pietà is the only work he ever signed, the only other signatures of his available
for comparison come from Michelangelo’s surviving letters. Over the extent of his long life, the
artist regularly signed his first name Michelagniolo, followed by a modifier sometimes
identifying himself as a sculptor, sometimes in the context of his geographical location, and
sometimes by his last name. The Vatican signature is unique in that it forms a sentence, which
ends with facieba[t], a Latin verb in the imperfect tense, whose infinitive translates to “to do” or
“to make.” The phrase carved – “Michelangelo was making” – serves to reinforce his ongoing
role in the work’s conception evidenced by his return to it, chisel in hand, after the commission’s
conclusion. According to Wang, the use of the imperfect implies continuity of action in the past,
as if such action may have continued in perpetuity until the moment of reading, ad infinitum.39
This choice of verb tense was not without precedent, as it was a tradition preexisting from
antiquity. Angelo Poliziano, the humanist with whom Michelangelo was acquainted via their
mutual connection to Lorenzo de’Medici, was one of the first Renaissance scholars to recall
Pliny the Elder’s comment on the use of faciebat in artist signatures:40
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…those inventors of the arts of painting and sculpture… whose works, although
they are so perfect that we are never satisfied with admiring them, are inscribed
with a temporary title, such as ‘Apelles, or Polycletus, was doing this;’ implying
that the work was only commenced and still imperfect, and that the artist might
benefit by the criticisms that were made on it and alter any part that required it.41
This analysis suggests that such a trick, borrowed from antiquity by Michelangelo, may have
harbored significant meaning for the artist, who regularly strived for comparison to the talented
sculptors of antiquity as a child and young adult.42 The inclusion of facieba[t], a call back to the
great sculptors of Ancient Greece, proved more than a linear reference for the artist. The use of
the imperfect, too, served to mark Michelangelo’s role in a larger tradition that stretched back to
antiquity and into the present moment of viewing. His role as artist in this centuries-long
journey was perpetual.43
“Michelangelo was making” the Pietà, and therefore he had not fully finished its carving
at the time of its display, nor even after he returned to add the signature. In the verbiage of the
only signature of his career, Michelangelo was unable to commit to completing the work even
after bringing chisel to marble for the final time. As we will discuss in the chapters that follow,
Michelangelo returns again and again to the primal scene of the Pietà – and its parallel themes of
love, death, and salvation – in his art and writings for the rest of his life. This notion of the
artwork as an ongoing process is further propagated in the Pietà by the signature itself, which is
missing its last letter – the final t in the verb faciebat (Figure 6). There is, as noted by Wang, a
certain cleverness in such a pun– a word emphasizing endlessness unable to end, for its grand
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finale is lost in the cascading sea of drapery.44
The extent to which the young Michelangelo reflected upon himself in a commissioned
work suggests a deeper, more intimate identification with the Vatican Pietà that extended beyond
the brief of his patron. This is evidenced by the artist’s return to the sculpture after it was
initially displayed in the Santa Petronilla chapel to add the signature. In every sense, the work
was finished at the time of its display – polished and carved to a level Michelangelo had yet to
achieve and, notably, would never achieve again in any of his three subsequent Pietà.45 The late
addition of the signature, therefore, indicates a continuity of thought beyond the confines of a
traditional commission that suggests he continued to ponder the implications of his work, even
after the conditions of the commission had been satisfied and the work displayed.46
We might interpret this gesture as a reflection on Michelangelo’s spirituality in stone. A
finished work such as the Vatican Pietà, by all accounts a work exhibiting inimitable mastery of
execution was left intentionally, perpetually open to reflection and the possibility of further
improvement – fundamentally unfinished, at its core. This corresponds to an element of
spirituality upon which the artist would dwell, and with which he would grapple, for the rest of
his life – the role of the Church as institution in Catholic worship.
It is in this early stage of work that Michelangelo was most dedicated to the institution of
the Church. Seeking and accepting patronage of the cardinalate and the papacy, beginning with
the Bacchus commission, served a dual purpose. The first was to establish himself as a premier
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artist at the forefront of the Roman economy for fine arts, thereby guaranteeing substantial future
earnings with which he could comfortably assume financial responsibility for his family. The
second was to establish political affiliation with the Church in the wake of the exile of the
Medici – with whom Michelangelo was associated personally – and the rapid rise and fall of
Savonarola, whose sermons targeting institutional worship facilitated his violent end. The
execution of Savonarola established a clear hierarchy to which Michelangelo would subscribe in
his first sojourn in Rome – the Church above all.
Over the course of the artist’s life, however, such allegiance to the Church as institution
would slowly dissipate. Despite early exposure to Savonarola’s sermons, Michelangelo would
not question his own dedication to the Church as institution until the 1530s, beginning at the
outset of his intimate friendship with the Marchioness of Pescara, Vittoria Colonna. Their
friendship, which reshaped Michelangelo’s identity as a Catholic, would facilitate a complete
reversal of the artist’s dedication to the Church, encouraging him to challenge its authority over
traditional worship ritual in favor of an internalized approach to faith.47 This doctrine was
codified in the Beneficio di Cristo, a publication of the early 1540s focusing on Church reform,
that defined the concept of “justification by faith”:
Man achieves the perfect and entire glorification of God when he does not elevate
himself through his own justice, but recognizes that he lacks true justice and that
he is justified by faith alone in Christ.48
This definition harbors an element of humility in the lives of the devout. One cannot, in good
faith, believe himself capable of earning God’s glory and Christ’s sacrifice through works alone:
What great ingratitude, and what an abominable thing it is, if we who profess to
be Christians, and who understand that the Son of God has taken all our sins upon
47
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Himself, and has cancelled them all with His most precious blood by allowing
Himself to be chastised for us on the cross, still claim that we want to justify
ourselves and to seek the remission of our sins with our own works! As if the
merits, the justice, and the blood of Christ are not sufficient to accomplish this, if
we do not add our own foul justice, marred by self-love, interest, and a thousand
vanities, for which we should ask God’s pardon rather than a reward!49
One must, instead, remain humble by continuing to honor Christ’s sacrifice via faith in Him
alone, irrespective of one’s own self-interests or good deeds.
Although it is only attested decades later, we might nevertheless suggest that a seed of
this doctrine is present in Michelangelo’s willingness to revisit and reassess his first Pietà.
Despite the boldness of his ambition in the masterful craftsmanship intended to procure a
lifetime of elite patronage, Michelangelo did not, in his execution of Cardinal Bilhères’
commission, view the work as complete. This room for improvement is embodied not only in
his return to add the signature, but in his return to this theme thrice more in his work.
Michelangelo’s multiple Pietà reiterate the continuity of justification by faith demonstrated in
the Beneficio di Cristo. One cannot simply reach a milestone of faith sufficient to earn or
deserve entry into Heaven. The spiritual self – like Michelangelo’s multiple Pietà – is a
perpetual work-in-progress. Though he may not have truly realized this at the time, in his
humble return to the polished marble, Michelangelo first exhibited the beliefs of the preTridentine era of reform to come.
This humility also presents itself in the Vatican signature. According to Pliny the Elder,
ancient artists used faciebat as “a great mark of their modesty” and that, for the few uses of the
present perfect in signature, “in these cases it appears that the artist felt the most perfect
satisfaction with his work.”50 Therefore, in using facieba[t] in his signature, Michelangelo
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further reiterated the specific sense of humility with which he viewed his execution of the statue
otherwise described by contemporaries as “divine.” Though the prospect of extravagant wealth
and fame may have encouraged Michelangelo’s procurement of the initial commission, by the
time of the signature addition, we might suggest that his perspective with respect to patronage,
Catholicism, and his role as artist was already beginning to shift in the direction of reform. This
first public demonstration of modesty in recognition for the potential of improvement – of the
self and in the marble – would define much of the rest of his development as an artist, a poet, and
a Catholic in decades to come.
The public image of Michelangelo defined by his contemporary biographers was one, as
Lisa Pon noted, that was carefully constructed to bring to life the man as artist, touched with
divine genius.51 Two biographies were written during Michelangelo’s lifetime, while a third was
published four years after his death. The treatment in each of these texts of Michelangelo’s
return to carve his signature in the Vatican Pietà hints at the way the artist recalled the early
commission in old age, after decades of spiritual reflection.
In the first edition of the Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti, Florentine Painter, Sculptor,
and Architect, published in 1550, Vasari noted that the reason for Michelangelo’s addition of the
signature was to demonstrate the work “as something with which he himself was both satisfied
and pleased.”52 The narrative changes slightly in Vasari’s second edition published in 1568 in
which he embellishes the story:
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Michelangelo placed so much love and labor in this work that on it (something he
did in no other work) he left his name written across a sash which girds Our
Lady’s breast. This came about because one day when Michelangelo was
entering the church where the statue was placed, he found a large number of
foreigners from Lombardy who were praising the statue very highly; one of them
asked another who had sculpted it, and he replied: ‘Our Gobbo from Milan.’
Michelangelo stood there silently, and it seemed somewhat strange to him that his
labors were being attributed to someone else; one night he locked himself inside
the church with a little light, and, having brought his chisels, he carved his name
upon the statue.53
Although the circumstances that prompted Michelangelo’s carving of the signature according to
Vasari changed from 1550 to 1568, both scenes – neither of which appear to be entirely true –
suggest a prideful motive for Michelangelo’s decision. Though his desire for fame may have
prompted his undertaking of the commission initially, Michelangelo’s identification with the
Virgin by the time of its display in the Santa Petronilla chapel in September 1500 might suggest
that there is more to the story in Michelangelo’s journey from young artist motivated by the
prospect of fame and fortune to old man seeking eternal salvation.
Seeking to correct the misgivings in Vasari’s 1550 Lives, Condivi, in partial collaboration
with Michelangelo himself, published his own version in what Michael Hirst refers to as
“biographical self-vindication, a literary act of ex post facto self-protection, one above all else
concerned to clear the artist’s name over the protracted saga of his failure to complete the tomb
of Pope Julius II.”54 Condivi was essentially a mouthpiece for the aging artist, serving to correct
misinformation presented in Vasari’s original version and provide a construction of his own selfimage. Though Condivi mentions the work and the beauty of its execution, there is no mention
of the signature in his account.55 Was this an intentional omission made by artist and biographer,
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who together sought to curate a public image projecting Michelangelo as a devout artist, touched
by divine genius? Was Michelangelo contemplating the optics of such a bold inscription after a
lifetime of careful contemplation? By 1553, he was in his late seventies and the Vatican Pietà
had been sculpted over half a century prior. If in his youth he had boastfully identified with the
Virgin as a “maker” of Christ, perhaps, with age, he identified with her sorrow as Christ’s
perpetual, devoted mourner.
The Vatican Pietà was the first of Michelangelo’s four explorations of this theme in his
art. It delineated the start to a spiritual journey – the seed of which was planted by the sermons
of Girolamo Savonarola in his youth and nurtured in adulthood by Vittoria Colonna and her
circle of Spirituali– that would form the essence of his contemplation for the rest of his life. The
three later Pietà – all executed after his first meeting with the Marchioness – would revisit the
themes of love, death, and salvation begun in 1497. The next chapter will consider his second
marble Pietà and its place along both the pendulum of completeness and the timeline of
Michelangelo’s journey of self-discovery in what will be explored here as the “spiritual nonfinito.”
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Chapter 2 – Sola fide: The Florentine Pietà
The decades following the conclusion of the Vatican Pietà in 1500 saw a substantial
increase in commissions for Michelangelo, who “because of this statue… gained very great
fame.”56 A succession of popes and Medici dukes regularly solicited Michelangelo’s talent as
sculptor, painter, and architect between 1500 and 1535 for works including the ceiling of the
Sistine Chapel, the tomb of Pope Julius II, the tombs of Giuliano and Lorenzo de’Medici, the
Laurentian Library, and the Sistine Last Judgment. Such patronage called the artist to Florence,
Rome, and Bologna, and back again for nearly three decades, while massive political and
ecclesiastical unrest broke out around him.57
The 1527 Sack of Rome – during which, after years of escalation, Holy Roman Emperor
Charles V stormed the city, taking prisoner the Medici Pope Clement VII – and its immediate
aftermath provided a chaotic backdrop against which the tenets of the Reformation to come
would gain traction in prominent circles. The imprisonment of the pontiff prompted a
fundamental redistribution of political power in Italy, away from the papacy and in favor of the
Habsburg Emperor. Alfonso de Valdés, a humanist secretary to Charles V, suggested in the
Dialogue of Lactancio and an Archdeacon (1528) that the bloody siege was a consequence of the
Church’s refusal to reform.58 Perhaps more significantly, Alfonso’s connections to the Emperor
granted his brother, Juan de Valdés, an audience captivated by the prospect of spiritual reform in
the wake of the Sack of Rome.
Valdés arrived in Rome in the early 1530s as a sympathizer of Lutheranism. He
advocated for a form of Christianity that challenged the authority of the papacy in stripping away
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the ritualistic nature of institutional worship in favor of a more internalized approach –
justification by faith, or sola fide – that would later be codified in the Beneficio di Cristo (1543).
It is in these early years of the 1530s that Valdés’ ideas would first permeate the thoughts of
Vittoria Colonna, Marchioness of Pescara, future spiritual advisor to Michelangelo.
Colonna’s interest in Valdés’ idea of sola fide proliferated throughout the decade,
particularly after her initial meeting with Cardinal Reginald Pole around 1536, at a moment
when the Cardinal had recently prepared a memorandum advising the English King Henry VIII
on the subject of divorce.59 The memorandum, as noted by Thomas F. Meyer, contributed to the
Cardinal’s subscription to the doctrine of justification by faith.60 His theories attracted many of
the same individuals that Valdés did in the first half of the decade and continued to do so after
the latter’s death in 1541. Preeminent among this group around the time of its inception were
Pole, Colonna, Ercole Gonzaga, and Marcantonio Flaminio – the latter one of the authors of
Beneficio di Cristo.61 Together, they formed a group known as the Spirituali, who preached
modification of the process – traditionally dictated by the institution of the Church – by which
one demonstrated piety.
This chapter will consider Michelangelo’s contemplation of the doctrine of sola fide in
his second marble Pietà relative to his relationship with the Marchioness of Pescara in the wake
of her death. This Pietà, henceforth referred to as the Florentine Pietà (Figure 7), was an
ambitious undertaking of a lifetime for the aging Michelangelo, who was entranced with the idea
of carving a multi-figural monolithic arrangement. The mammoth composition, which will be
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discussed below in detail, features Christ and three attendants, a conglomerate of limbs and
drapery galore, cascading from the top of the pyramid downward. Each body is contorted in a
different pose, each cloth pooling, wrinkling, and sliding in the direction of each limb and torso.
The intricacies of the composition, which is at once clinging together and falling apart, reflect
Michelangelo’s elaborate conception of the doctrine of justification by faith first introduced to
him by the Marchioness through her involvement with the Spirituali.
The nuances of their intimate friendship have been analyzed extensively in modern
scholarship.62 It is important to note here, however, that the Marchioness assumed a position of
authority over the artist, who allowed her to guide his spiritual maturation in the Pre-Tridentine
decades of reform.63 Several of Michelangelo’s surviving sonnets attest to the love, trust, faith,
and loyalty between spiritual advisor and dedicated advisee. In one addressed to the
Marchioness, Michelangelo laments his unworthiness before her:
I can’t help seeming to lack talent and art
to her who takes my life
with such excessive help
that one would get more out of much less mercy.
Although my soul departs
like an eye hurt by one who shines too much,
and rises up above me
to what’s out of my reach, it doesn’t raise me with it
to make me equal to the smallest gift
of my lofty, calm lady; from which I should learn
that what I can do leaves me unworthy of her.
This lady, full of grace,
has so much that she lights others with a limited fire,
for too much burns with less heat than does a little.64
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The tone of Michelangelo’s words, likely written near the beginning of their friendship, suggests
that he sought to live a life worthy not only of God’s grace but of Colonna’s spiritual guidance.
Michelangelo likened the Marchioness to a burning flame, eager to set others ablaze with the gift
of her love, patience, and grace. The Beneficio di Cristo made a similar reference to the fire
ignited by pure faith in Christ:
Justifying faith then is like a flame of fire, which cannot help but shine forth... In
the same way, it is true that faith alone burns and extinguishes sins without the aid
of works, and yet faith cannot exist without good works. If we see a flame of fire
with no light, we know it is painted and unreal, and similarly, if we do not see the
light of good works in someone, it is a sign that he does not have the true, inspired
faith that God gives to his elect to justify and glorify them.65
Interestingly, earlier usage of flame as metaphor in his sonnets, dated before 1536, demonstrated
the comparison of the artist’s aging self to dried wood, susceptible to burning and ruin in
proximity to an open flame.66 In earlier sonnets, often addressed to the young nobleman
Tommaso de’Cavalieri, the artist demonstrates that the lighting of a flame in the desiccated soul
is the mark of insufficiency, suggesting that his perception of flames was, before his introduction
to Colonna, a metaphor with negative connotations.67 There is a reversal in this notion when
observing his use of flame as metaphor in his madrigals to the Marchioness – from a metaphor of
erotic suffering and damnation to a metaphor of spiritual work and salvation. This shift – from
dark to light68 – suggests the impact of his friendship with Colonna.
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One can imagine, then, the devastation Michelangelo must have felt on the occasion of
her untimely death at the age of 56 on February 25, 1547. Condivi noted:
Michelangelo greatly loved the Marchioness of Pescara, with whose divine spirits
he fell in love, and by whom in return he was himself loved utterly and tenderly…
he in return loved her so much that I remember having heard him say that what
grieved him above all else was that when he went to see her as she was passing
from this life, he did not kiss her brow or her face but simply her hand. Through
her death, he many times felt despair, acting like a man robbed of his senses...69
The madrigals written following her death corroborate Condivi’s account of Michelangelo’s
intense grief, the weight of her loss represented in a set of hauntingly beautiful homages to the
Marchioness. Two surviving poems, in particular, deserve a closer look. Written in the months
after her death, Michelangelo not only mourns his loss with impassioned, desperate fervor, but
also ponders his own forthcoming demise, considered in parallel, the thought of which consumed
him. In one sonnet, Michelangelo dwells upon Colonna’s death, the fire inside him struggling to
burn, the eternal flame of her love having been extinguished:
Is it any wonder since, when near the fire,
I was melted and burned, if now that it’s extinguished
outside me, it besets and consumes me inside,
and bit by bit reduces me to ashes?
While it still burned, the source of my great burden
of suffering seemed so luminous to me
that the mere sight of it could make me happy
and anguish and death were for me a joyful feast.
But now that heaven has robbed me of the radiance
of that great fire which burned and nourished me,
I’m left an ember, lit but nearly smothered.
And if Love does not supply fresh firewood
to revive my flame, then not a single spark
will be left of me, I’m turning so quickly to ashes.70
In another, Michelangelo seems to latch onto her memory, suggesting that, though she is gone,
she may continue to live on in her words:
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And now, in one short breath,
nay, in an instant, God
has taken her back from an unwary world
and robbed our eyes of her.
But, though her body is dead,
he can’t make us forget
her sweet, her lovely and her sacred writings…71
This notion of eternal life in works of art left behind is not unique in Michelangelo’s corpus.
Years before the death of the Marchioness, Michelangelo speculated on the power of the artwork
to preserve their friendship and love:
How can it be, Lady, as one can see
from long experience, that the live image
sculpted in hard alpine stone lasts longer
than its maker, whom the years return to ashes?...
I can give both of us long life
in any medium, whether colors or stone,
by depicting each of these faces of ours;
so that a thousand years after our departure
may be seen how lovely you were, and how wretched I,
and how, in loving you, I was no fool.72
This sonnet is notable because it not only suggests Colonna’s longevity in his works, but also his
own. Michelangelo proposes that, in any medium, some part of him may survive long after his
death. A later sonnet, also addressed to the Marchioness, impresses upon the reader the
specificity of the artist’s quest for eternal life in stone:
After many years of seeking and many attempts,
the wise artist only attains a living image
faithful to his fine conception,
in hard and alpine stone, when he’s near death…73
As in this stanza, Michelangelo regularly self-identified with the marble he carved. The artist’s
quest to conquer the stubborn medium challenged him both personally and professionally for
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most of his life. John Turner noted the interiority of Michelangelo’s reflections in marble, citing
the artist’s Neoplatonist conception of the artistic process of carving.74 Laura Agoston’s
convincing discussion of what she calls Michelangelo’s “fortification” of the “intellectual
dimension of sculpture” further elaborates upon the artist’s conception of his work in marble.
She noted the power of the artist’s preferred medium as a vehicle for his self-imaging in which
Michelangelo could, in parallel, free both the figure from within the marble and the introspection
from within the self.75 This notion of revelation from within the confines of the block repeats
itself in his next surviving sonnet, addressed to the Marchioness, in which he pleads with her to
extract from within himself the goodness in his soul, for he cannot do so on his own:
Just as, by taking away, lady, one puts
into hard and alpine stone
a figure that’s alive
and that grows larger wherever the stone decreases,
so too are any good deeds
of the soul that still trembles
concealed by the excess mass of its own flesh,
which forms a husk that’s coarse and crude and hard.
You alone can still take them out
from within my outer shell,
for I haven’t the will or strength within myself.76
Such pleas for Colonna’s intervention in the fate of his soul serve to reiterate her role in
Michelangelo’s spiritual journey. The abrupt interruption of this companionship in 1547
prompted the aging artist, then in his seventies – perhaps rightfully, if somewhat obsessively – to
reevaluate his sense of his own mortality and, in particular, his apparent ill-preparedness for his
own death.77 This notion is corroborated in Michelangelo’s letters and sonnets surviving from
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the months immediately following Colonna’s death, which are fraught with references to the
artist’s ailing health and fears of imminent death in old age.78 Thus, in a letter addressed to
Benedetto Varchi dated March 1547, Michelangelo lamented:
There are an infinite number of things, still unsaid, which could be said of kindred
arts, but, as I’ve said, they would take up too much time, and I’ve little to spare,
because I am not only an old man, but almost numbered among the dead…79
Such lamentation is repeated in a sonnet from around the same time, in which he berates the
condition of his aging body as a home for his soul. The artist lambasts his failing body, pleading
for release from his corporeal prison:
My soul is so much better off than my body
that if, once unstopped, my body let out its stink,
not even bread and cheese could hold the soul in.
Only my cough and cold keep the soul from dying,
for it cannot get out by the lower exit,
and even my breath can scarcely get out of my mouth.
I have been weakened, ruptured, crushed and broken
by all my labors, and I already live
and eat my meals on credit at death’s inn…
That esteemed art in which I, for some time
enjoyed such renown, has brought me to this state:
poor, and old, and a servant in the power of others,
so that I’m done for, if I don’t die soon.80
Michelangelo laments that the poor state of his physical body should be attributed to his
“esteemed art” and, evidently, the process by which he was commissioned to create it. Forever
bound by yet another contract, the artist was rarely given a moment, despite his age, to take a
breath. Such frustrations were propagated by not only the death of Colonna – two decades his
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junior – whose impermanence seemed to highlight his own, but also a perpetual influx of
simultaneous commissions.81
Michelangelo became disillusioned with the system of traditional patronage. After
having dealt largely in paint and architecture in the mid-1540s – most notably the Last Judgment
in the Sistine Chapel and the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica – it appears that Michelangelo sought
in marble a comfortable outlet for his increasing preoccupation with his own finitude. It was
subsequent to the death of Colonna, “beside [himself] with grief,” that Michelangelo, haunted by
the persistent, looming threat of his own mortality, elects for the first time to carve a sculpture
for his own tomb. Prompted by his grief, the love of marble, and the sake of his legacy,
Michelangelo picked up his chisels to revisit a familiar theme – a second marble Pietà.
In 1547, Michelangelo came upon a sizable block of marble for personal use. The
prospect of carving such a mammoth piece, the execution of which would be his most ambitious,
challenged and excited the aging artist.82 After having witnessed the 1506 large-scale recovery
of the Laocoön and His Sons (Figure 8), a three-figure group initially believed to be a monolith,
Michelangelo fixated on the prospect of achieving an even grander feat of monumental carving,
thereby accomplishing that which even the great sculptors of antiquity could not.83 Pliny noted
that the Laocoön was “a work to be preferred to all that the art of painting and sculpture have
produced.”84 The opportunity for the aging artist to realize the dreams of his youth came with
this block of marble from which he, interestingly, elected to carve a second Pietà.
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William Wallace has noted that the group depicts at once a Deposition, a Pietà, and an
Entombment,85 featuring not only the Virgin and the body of Christ, but also Mary Magdalene
and Nicodemus,86 both of whom were present according to the Gospel of John. The full
composition is a pyramid featuring the interconnected bodies of the four figures. The body of
Christ slumps limply, vertical at the center of the composition, aided down by His companions to
His mother’s open lap.87 This would have been in the direction of where Michelangelo’s own
remains would have presumably rested in the tomb below. Nicodemus, canonically he who
physically deposed the body from the cross and carried Him to the tomb, stands tall in the
background, as the Magdalene, who cannot bear to look, engages the viewer. Nicodemus’ arms
grasp tenderly at the Virgin’s back and Christ’s right arm, loosely holding them together as the
weight of His body threatens to tear them apart. The Virgin grabs desperately at her son’s body,
angling her sorrowful face to the crown of His head, gently easing her son’s return to her lap so
she may grieve her loss.
The towering figure at the center of the composition shares a multitude of facial features
with Michelangelo himself, whose self-portrait in the guise of Nicodemus harbors paramount
significance. Such autobiographical portraiture was first noted by Vasari in a letter addressed to
Lionardo Buonarroti, Michelangelo’s nephew.88 The insertion of oneself into a major biblical
story demonstrates a particular investment in that story motivated by faith and devotion. A
precedent for such self-identification existed in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as artists
began to note the powerful associations that could be drawn between themselves and the stories
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with which they were aligned. This persisted with respect to painted interpretations of the
Deposition in particular, in which contemporary artists painted themselves in the periphery of the
critical scene.89 In his self-portrait in the guise of Nicodemus, however, Michelangelo
challenged this precedent by inserting himself directly into the center of the narrative, an active
participant in the Deposition, physically upholding the body of Christ.
Corine Schleif noted the significance of Michelangelo’s identification with Nicodemus,
who – despite never having been officially canonized into sainthood – became a form of patron
for sculptors in his alleged carving of the Volto Santo di Lucca (Figure 9).90 The legend of the
deacon Leobinus associated with the carving alleges that the wooden crucifix – which features
Christ in Majesty, fully robed and crowned in His crucifixion – was carved in His exact likeness
by Nicodemus.91 Medieval sculptors were the first to identify with Nicodemus’ alleged duty to
sculpt Christ precisely according to His measurements, likening their endeavors in carving to his
quantitatively precise, divine recollection of Christ’s body in wood. Like his medieval
predecessors, Michelangelo, too, must have seen himself in Nicodemus, who – in parallel to the
artist’s contemporary reputation92 – was appointed by God to sculpt “divine things.”93
The apparent self-portrait in the guise of Nicodemus is not the first instance in which

89

As noted by Valerie Shrimplin-Evangelidis, “Michelangelo and Nicodemism: The Florentine Pietà,” The Art Bulletin 71, no. 1
(March 1989), 58-66.
90
See Corine Schleif, “Nicodemus and Sculptors: Self-Reflexivity in Works by Adam Kraft and Tilman Riemenschneider,” The
Art Bulletin 75, no. 4 (1993), 599-626 for a discussion of the self-identification with Nicodemus attributed to various sculptors
throughout history, including Michelangelo in the Florentine Pietà.
91
See Michele Bracci, “Nicodemo e Il Volto Santo,” in Il Volto Santo in Europa: Culto e Immagini del Crocifisso nel Medioevo
(Atti del Covegno Internazionale di Engelberg, 13-16 Settembre 2000) ed. Michele Camille Ferrari and Andreas Meyer (Lucca:
1st Storico Lucchese, 2005), 15-40 and Michele Bracci, “The Volto Santo’s Legendary and Physical Image,” in Envisioning
Christ on the Cross: Ireland and the Early Medieval West,” ed. Juliet Mullins, Jenifer Ní Ghrádaigh, and Richard Hawtree
(Portland: Four Courts Press, 2013), 214-233 for more information about the Volto Santo and the legend of Leobinus.
92
Vasari regularly notes the ‘divinity’ of Michelangelo’s talent; for example, Vasari suggests that God wished, “in order to rid
[the city of Florence] of so many errors, to send to earth a spirit whom working alone, was able to demonstrate in every art and
every profession the meaning of perfection… so that the world would admire him and prefer him for the wholly singular example
of his life, his work, the holiness of all his habits, and all his human undertakings, so that we would call him something divine
rather than mortal.” (Vasari, “The Life of Michelangelo Buonarroti,” 414).
93
Michelangelo quoted in Saslow, The Poetry of Michelangelo, 493, Sonnet no. 282, ca. October 1552.

35

Michelangelo aligned himself with a scene depicted in a marble Pietà. As noted in Chapter 1,
the artist’s late addition of his own signature across the chest of the Virgin at the center of his
composition was a similar type of identification. The nature of this reflection in the stone shifted
from a demonstration of faith commissioned by his patron Cardinal Bilhères in the Vatican Pietà
to a more internalized contemplation of spirituality in the Florentine Pietà for the artist’s own
tomb. This shift, as well as Michelangelo’s choice to identify specifically with Nicodemus, is
also consistent with his exposure to the Spirituali via his relationship with Colonna.
Valerie Shrimplin-Evangelidis noted the significance of Michelangelo in the guise of
Nicodemus, emphasizing the role of the “Nicodemites” in the era of Tridentine reform. The
early years of the Spirituali were marked by cooperation with the pope and the Church as
institution. The death of Juan de Valdés in 1541, however, coincided with the establishment of
the Roman inquisition, and in the decades that followed the Spirituali were forced to adopt a
form of secrecy in their challenging of the authority of the institution.94 Michelangelo, a diligent
reader of the Bible, would have known of Nicodemus who, as Jane Kristof noted, doubted the
journey of rebirth into eternal life in a conversation with Christ recorded in John 3:1-3:21.95
Nicodemus presents himself to Christ at nightfall to express his doubts – “How can a man be
born [again] when he is old? Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be born
again?”96 In response, Christ dutifully reassures his follower “that whosoever believe that in
Him may not perish, but may have life everlasting.”97
The Nicodemites believed in a practical approach, preferring to subscribe outwardly to
traditional Church-led rituals and practices in the early phase of the Reformation while focusing
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privately on their internalized relationship with God. They were not shameful in their privacy,
but rather tactful. It was prudent for the Nicodemites to outwardly uphold Catholic rituals while
internally subscribing to the more reform-minded doctrine of sola fide. By the time of the
Florentine Pietà, Michelangelo continued to accept various papal commissions even as he
believed deeply in the Spirituali notion of justification by faith.98
In his self-portrait in the Florentine Pietà, therefore, Michelangelo essentially inserted
himself in the role of Nicodemus in the narrative of the Deposition – he, himself, became
responsible for contact with Christ’s body, lowering the corpse of his God into the lap of the
Virgin. To one who believed in the internal intimacy of a relationship with Christ over political
or ecclesiastical affiliation, how much closer to Christ could one possibly get than physical
contact with His body as He is deposed from the cross?
It is unclear at which stage of carving Michelangelo elected to utilize his features in those
of Nicodemus, as Vasari suggested, or if it was deliberate at all. Nevertheless, Michelangelo’s
identification and sympathy with Nicodemism and justification by faith via direct contact with
the body of Christ in a volatile era of Tridentine reform would have been recognizable at the site
of the artist’s tomb for the Spirituali community to which Colonna had introduced him.
Michelangelo worked periodically on the Florentine Pietà for nearly eight years between
1547 and 1555, often with long lapses of time between sessions. In spite of increasing concerns
for the fate of his soul as he approached death, Michelangelo occasioned to work on the
sculpture as it suited him, often returning in the night plagued by his doubts, as Nicodemus came
to Christ.99 In these years, he was otherwise preoccupied with the Crucifixion of St. Peter fresco
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at the Pauline Chapel and the execution of the plans for St. Peter’s Basilica, both at the
commission of Pope Paul III. As he approached death, Michelangelo contemplated the state of
his divine talent and its impact on the prospect of his salvation. By 1552, Michelangelo was
notably bored of his various papal commissions:
In such slavery, and with so much boredom,
and with false conceptions and great peril
to my soul, to be here sculpting divine things.100
At this time, the only “divine thing” he could have been sculpting is the Florentine Pietà. In
sculpting a work for his own tomb and claiming it to be a divine physical manifestation of faith,
Michelangelo violated the very definition of sola fide, the notion of which the artist was aware in
his use of the phrase “false conceptions and great peril to my soul.” Such reliance upon works
and deeds was chastised in the Beneficio di Cristo:
…whoever trusts in works and claims to justify himself with them, does not gain
Christ and become incorporated in him. Since the whole mystery of faith consists
of this truth, and St. Paul wanted to make his meaning better understood, he adds
and impresses upon them that he rejects every exterior justification…101
The artist’s execution of the ambitious Florentine Pietà reflects a time of his life in which he was
stricken by immense grief at the dawn of the era of Tridentine reform. The self-reflection in the
marble sought to make a grand demonstration of piety and could be interpreted as an act of
desperation or, as Philipp Fehl noted, a prayer for the salvation of his soul.102 It appears that, in
the first several years of his execution of the sculpture, Michelangelo grappled with – in a radical
departure from the spiritual journey through which he was advised by Colonna – whether he
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might somehow guide his soul to salvation through his art, doubting if faith alone would suffice.
Vasari noted that Francesco Urbino, Michelangelo’s dedicated assistant for more than
twenty years, urged the aging Michelangelo to finish the colossal block, perhaps sensing a
certain inhibition or hesitation.103 The reasons for which Michelangelo procrastinated the work’s
completion are numerous. With no financial incentive to bring the stone to completion, the onus
to continue rested exclusively upon his own drive. Scholars have proposed various theories.
Moshe Arkin suggested that the aging artist was challenged by the ambitious monolithic figure, a
composition that stagnated his progress and frustrated him to the point of destruction.104 Kristof,
alternatively, posited that perhaps Michelangelo became embarrassed of the boldness that
motivated his self-portrait in the guise of Nicodemus,105 a departure from the youthful ambition
that motivated similar self-identification with the Vatican Pietà.
Regardless the reason for his hesitation, Urbino’s continual urging for nearly a decade
seems to render improbable the notion that Michelangelo’s frustration and sluggishness were
borne wholly of the artist’s unwillingness to or disinterest in its completion. If Michelangelo
was exclusively motivated by his preoccupation with his papal commissions, why, then, would
Urbino continue to beleaguer his aging friend? It appears, therefore, that perhaps the failure to
complete the work may have been born of a more intimate and internalized cause emerging from
his own spiritual struggles without Colonna’s reassuring presence.
In late December 1555, Michelangelo attacked the Florentine Pietà in a fit of rage,
mutilating the sculpture with the intent to destroy it completely until another servant, Antonio,
persuaded him to stop.106 This attack precluded Michelangelo’s finishing of the sculpture, which
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had stood in various stages of incompletion since he first began carving after Colonna’s death in
1547. His mutilation of the Pietà indicates that, in some aspect, it failed to achieve that which he
had originally planned for it; his vision for his tomb sculpture somehow miscarried in its
execution. This failure appears to pertain not necessarily to the physical quality of the work, but
rather Michelangelo’s internalized perception of it as a devotional image and as a sculpture for
his own tomb.
Scholars have proposed various theories for his rationale. Notably, Leo Steinberg, in
1968, speculated that the missing limb of Christ was to be slung over the Virgin’s lap in what
Steinberg calls “a direct sexual metaphor on a scale unprecedented in Christian devotional
art.”107 Such a theory, however, is challenged when one considers the position of Christ in
relation to the Virgin’s lap in the Vatican Pietà. His legs are slung over His mother’s lap in a
manner similar to the way in which they would have been in the Florentine Pietà; any hesitation
to execute this physical relationship between mother and child, therefore, appears minute.
Robert S. Liebert suggested that the rapid and sudden decline of Urbino on December 3,
1555 deeply affected Michelangelo, who, in a letter dated in September, expressed to his nephew
“great anxiety” over his dear friend’s illness and, in November of that year, anguished as if his
own son were dying.108 Michelangelo was vehemently distraught when his assistant ultimately
succumbed, yet another instance in nearly a decade of survival while his closest acquaintances
perished around him.109 A letter addressed to the artist’s brother Lionardo dated the day after
Urbino’s death reiterates Michelangelo’s mournful sorrow, yet another moment in a long
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timeline of immense grief and sadness, the pain from which rendered him yearning for his own
forthcoming demise:
I must tell you that last night, the third day of December at 9 o’clock, Francesco,
called Urbino, passed from this life to my intense grief, leaving me so stricken
and troubled that it would have been more easeful to die with him, because of the
love I bore him, which he merited no less; for he was a fine man, full of loyalty
and devotion; so that owing to his death I now seem to be lifeless myself and can
find no peace.110
Perhaps, in his inconsolable grief, Michelangelo was too fraught with reminders of his dear
friend, who was responsible for chiding the aging artist to complete the work. Vasari noted that,
in response to questioning the motivation for the destruction of the work, Michelangelo
responded “because of his servant Urbino’s importunity, who was always urging him to finish
it.”111 Such unyielding, omnipresent sorrow could have possibly motivated Michelangelo to
attack the Pietà in a fit of immense grief, desperate to eliminate any visual reference to yet
another great loss.112
Vasari posited three alternatives for Michelangelo’s assault on the marble:
Until this time [of Urbino’s death] Michelangelo worked almost every day at the
stone of which we have spoken before, with the four figures, but now he broke it,
either because the stone was hard or because his judgment was now so ripe that
nothing he did contented him. His finished statues were chiefly made in his
youth; most of the others were left unfinished, for if he discovered a mistake,
however small, he gave up the work and applied himself to another piece of
marble. He often said this was the reason why he had finished so few statues and
pictures… [Tiberio Calcagni], seeing this Pietà broken, asked him why he had
broken it… he had broken a piece off the Virgin’s arm, and before that he had
taken a dislike to it, having many misfortunes because of a crack there was in it;
so at last, losing patience, he had broken it, and would have destroyed it
altogether if his servant Antonio had not begged him to give it him to as it was.113
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This final reason alleged an apparent flaw in the marble and is worthy of additional
consideration. Michelangelo, from youth, was frustrated by low-quality marble. An early letter
to his father, dated August 1497, expresses this frustration with a block of substandard marble:
I’m working on my own and doing a figure for my own pleasure. I bought a piece
of marble for five ducats, but it wasn’t a good piece and the money was thrown
away… I, too, have expenses and troubles.114
Such frustrations were born particularly of instances in which the artist was personally
responsible for the cost of the marble, as in the figure mentioned in the above-referenced letter
and in the case of the Florentine Pietà. He was notably much more tolerant of marble of
insufficient quality when he was forced to work with it on commission, as in the case of il
Gigante for the David, for which he was “given the block of spoiled marble” and challenged “to
carve an entire figure out of it without adding additional pieces.”115
The marble block from which the Florentine Pietà was carved “was hard and full of
emery [such that] the chisel often struck sparks from it.”116 Though he was regularly faced with
marble blocks with flaws that revealed themselves only later to him despite his close initial
inspection of them, something about the difficulty of working with the Florentine Pietà marble
frustrated the artist more than the others. Michelangelo struggled with conquering nearly twothirds of his attempted marble sculptures over the course of his career, often developing an
attachment to the stone itself after having visited the quarries dozens of times.117 His tomb
sculpture, in turn, had to represent equally his devotion to his God, his devotion to his art, and his
devotion to his marble in its completion.
It was in this way that Michelangelo – in parallel with his self-portrait in the guise of
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Nicodemus – demonstrated his identification with his beloved medium as indicated in his earlier
sonnets. In his revelation of the flaw in the marble, Michelangelo revealed the flaw within. He
believed that, in carving, the artist could only conceive the limits of that which was contained in
the marble block:118
Not even the best of artists has any conception
that a single marble block does not contain
within its excess, and that is only attained
by the hand that obeys the intellect.119
Such an unworkable flaw in the marble was the ultimate failure of the “the hand that obeys the
intellect” of the aging artist, of the marble with which he identified, of his aspirations for eternal
life in the ambitious monolithic figural arrangement, and in his pleas for the salvation of his soul
in the wake of his great losses.
In this regard, I would like to propose an alternate reason for Michelangelo’s mutilation
of the Florentine Pietà. It could be that Michelangelo realized, after Urbino’s death, that a tomb
sculpture to mark the grave of an artist faithful to his God should be a representation of a lifetime
of devout piety, the ultimate demonstration of what it meant to have lived and died in Christ’s
image. His initial conception of the work, however, stood in direct contrast to what he believed
would achieve the salvation of his soul, which was through God’s grace alone. A flaw in the
marble was like a flaw in this plan and, thus, a flaw within himself. Such revelation occurred in
tandem with the exposure of the inherently impious manner with which he initiated the sculpture
as a mournful monument to himself. The marble was not perfect within and neither was he. The
imperfection in the marble, around which he could not work, implied that the marble meant to
grace his tomb would forever bound to be an ongoing work-in-progress. In short, any attempt to
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finalize or make perfect the marble in which he reflected himself was the exact antithesis of what
the Spirituali believed was the ticket to salvation.
Salvation was not about masterfully-crafted marble sculptures meant to glorify one’s
talents in the afterlife – salvation was about the continuous spiritual struggle for sola fide. The
path to eternal life was through faith in Christ alone, as Christ reassured Nicodemus: “For God
so loved the world, as to give his only begotten Son: that whosoever believeth in him may not
perish, but may have life everlasting.”120 Perhaps, Michelangelo’s attack on the Florentine Pietà
occurred in the exact moment in which he realized he may have been losing touch with the true
essence of his piety – justification not by works, but by faith. Motivated by the spiritual
guidance of Colonna, whose death seems to have inspired his initial conception of the work, and
the story of Nicodemus, Michelangelo’s assault on the marble suggests that, with her death, he
may have momentarily lost sight of what he truly believed would lead to the salvation of his
soul, veering instead towards an aesthetic of self-pity and self-memorialization.
The Pietà was intended to be a masterful conception of a multi-figural arrangement for
his own tomb; it endeavored to best even the greatest of antiquity and it put Michelangelo in
direct contact with the body of Christ. However, did this departure from the essence of true faith
not put at stake the very fate of Michelangelo’s soul in his thirst for greatness?
Although a long span of mad and wicked habits
asks for even more time of its opposite, to be cleansed,
Death, already near, will not grant this to me,
nor can I rein in my evil desire’s old wishes.121
To this end, he speculated upon bridging the gap between physical beauty and the divine:
Even though rash and foolish minds derive
beauty (which moves every sound mind
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and carries it to heaven) from the senses,
unsound eyes can’t move from the mortal to the divine,
and in fact are fixed together in that place
from which to rise without grace is a vain thought.122
In his prideful ambition for inimitable beauty in the work’s execution, Michelangelo abandoned
the spiritual guidance of the Marchioness and the doctrine she preached. In its mutilation, he
reaffirmed his dedication to the belief that “to rise without grace is a vain thought.” No longer
concerned with crafting the grandest of all tomb sculptures, he could turn instead to honing his
piety in anticipation of what he believed to be imminent death – the start of the journey of his
soul to salvation.
The work remained incomplete because Michelangelo could not bear to complete it
himself, not because he refused to allow it to be completed at all – an act not of pride, but of selfchastisement. This is corroborated by the fact that, after the interruption of work, Michelangelo
allowed a trusted acquaintance, Tiberio Calcagni, to repair and “complete” it. Michelangelo
even collaborated with Calcagni to facilitate its restoration when presented with the knowledge
that it would, instead of gracing his tomb, be placed in a private collection as a “work of
Michelangelo’s.”123 In this regard, Michelangelo allowed for the sculpture’s endurance as an
artwork out in the world rather than as his own spiritual work; he entrusted it to a faithful
associate, whose individual endeavors to preserve the Pietà permitted the survival of the
sculpture we know today.
There is an element of humility in such a transfer that reiterates the essence of his faith.
In allowing the Florentine Pietà to exist beyond his own execution of it, Michelangelo
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recognized his own inability to properly execute the work. According to Vasari’s account,
Michelangelo was apparently embarrassed by the flaws in the marble – manmade or otherwise –
during its execution:
Having recognized [Vasari] by his knock on the door, Michelangelo arose from
his work and took a lantern by the handle… Vasari turned his eyes to look at one
of the legs of the figure of Christ on which Michelangelo was working and trying
to make some changes, and to prevent Vasari from seeing this, Michelangelo let
the lantern drop from his hand, leaving them in the dark.124
This sense of unworthiness presents itself as one explanation for his attack on the Florentine
Pietà. In recognizing his inability to guarantee his ascension into heaven via the execution of the
Florentine Pietà, Michelangelo exhibited the very humility associated with sola fide.
Michelangelo was in his eightieth year when he attacked the Florentine Pietà in 1555. In
spite of his aging and ailing health, he still had several years – though unbeknownst to him – to
refine his dedication to Christ ahead of his death. In his final analysis, the Florentine Pietà failed
to be the ultimate exhibition of devout piety Michelangelo favored for his own tomb on account
of its abandonment of the Spirituali, Colonna, and the doctrine of justification by faith. Plagued
by the threat of death without ever proving himself worthy of God’s mercy, Michelangelo had to
interrupt this meditation on his own mortality by interrupting the execution of his tomb
sculpture.125 He was, instead, to continue working towards salvation in his remaining years; this
will manifest itself in yet another of Michelangelo’s returns to the challenge of the Pietà,
considered in the next chapter. We see, for the second time in Michelangelo’s career, the openendedness of his spiritual journey confronted in his interpretation of a marble Pietà.
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Chapter 3 – Sbozzata et non finita: The Rondanini Pietà
The incompleteness of Michelangelo’s mutilated Florentine Pietà can be read in tandem
with the open-endedness of Michelangelo’s spiritual journey towards salvation. This sentiment
is further reflected in his words and actions subsequent to his release of the maimed sculpture to
Calcagni. Beginning in 1555 – in the years after his attack on the Florentine Pietà –
Michelangelo’s sonnets assume an even gloomier tone, contemplating with even more desperate
frequency the notions of aging, death, salvation, redemption, and, in particular, the Crucifixion.
In one, he laments:
Shorten by half the road that ascends to heaven,
my dear Lord, and I will still need your help
even to ascend just the remaining half.
Make me despise whatever the world treasures,
and all its beauties I honor and adore,
that I may, before death, secure eternal life.126
In another, he writes:
Relieved of a troublesome and heavy corpse,
and set free from the world, I turn to you,
my dear Lord, as a tired and fragile boat
heads from the frightful tempest toward sweet calm.
Your thorns and your nails and both of your palms,
and your benign, humble, and merciful face,
promise to my unhappy soul the grace
of deep repentance and hope of salvation.
May your holy eyes not look upon my past
with just alone, nor likewise your pure ear,
and may your stern arm not stretch out to it.
May your blood suffice to wash and cleanse my sins,
and the older I grow, the more it may overflow
with ever-ready aid and full forgiveness.127
These sonnets, two of several dozen from the same late period of Michelangelo’s life, reveal the
tortured resignation with which Michelangelo viewed his incomplete journey as a devout
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Catholic. He begs for God’s mercy and understanding with respect to his life, full of sins despite
his devotion, and pleads for “eternal life” in exchange for this piety.
These are words of an ailing, desperate, and haunted man, whose life – after years of
spiritual reflection and distinguished servitude – was entering its twilight. There is notable
emphasis on the continuity of Michelangelo’s spiritual journey despite his age – “half the road,”
“the remaining road,” and “the older I grow,” for example. Both of these sonnets – written at the
earliest in 1555, when the artist was around eighty years old – seem to demonstrate this.
Michelangelo, of course, could not have known he would not die until 1564. His
longevity is notable by today’s standards, and even more so by Renaissance standards. In 1555,
he very well could have died mid-sentence and still would have lived an exceptionally long and
rich life. Nevertheless, Michelangelo presented himself in these sonnets as ill-prepared for
death, with work still left to be done in order to earn a place in heaven. These deliberations
reveal a preoccupation with death and what it meant for his soul, the fate of which he had already
spent the second half of his life trying to secure. Such reflection, therefore, in these sonnets and
their multiple contemporaries, seems to demonstrate a lack of preparedness. In his service to
God, Michelangelo attempted to rectify his apparent negligence of the prospect of his own
passing; in his piety, exhibited in his words as in his sculpture, he sought eternal life in death.
Michelangelo clearly had not resolved his fixation on his own mortality after releasing
the Florentine Pietà. It appears as if maiming the sculpture did nothing for the artist but fuel his
desperation leading him to commence yet another Pietà, which too was intended for his own
tomb. The Rondanini Pietà (Figure 10), as it came to be known, was started even before he fully
rejected the Florentine version; it, too, was periodically abandoned by Michelangelo as he
worked furiously, despite his advanced age, to complete both personal projects and paid
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commissions. Upon completion of the frescoes in the Cappella Paolina in the Vatican,
Michelangelo’s official commissions at this time were primarily focused on architecture, most
notably including plans for the new St. Peter’s Basilica, to which Michelangelo was appointed
principal architect by Pope Paul III.
The artist turned his personal attention, outside of his commissions, to the Rondanini
Pietà in 1555, almost immediately after his assault on the previous iteration. Depicting the same
theme and too intended as a tomb sculpture, the Rondanini Pietà resembles the previous in
iconography and function alone, demonstrating a continuity of thought and purpose dating at
least to 1547 and even before. The similarities between the two works, however, stop there,
suggesting that, despite his apparent doubts with his initial conception and execution of the
Florentine Pietà, Michelangelo sought a replacement for the mutilated Florentine Pietà that
succeeded as a demonstration of his faith where it had otherwise failed. The Rondanini Pietà is
everything the Florentine Pietà is not – long, lean, and sinewy, lacking the closer attention to
detail in anatomy and drapery traditionally attributed to the artist.
There is a startling simplicity to the anatomy and composition of the Rondanini Pietà that
renders unfamiliar the minutiae of Michelangelo’s conception of the same iconography in earlier
versions. The body of Christ, having been recently deposed from the cross, is supported by
another figure, traditionally identified as the Virgin, gingerly supporting His weight. The lavish
polish, intricate drapery, and gentle facial expressions of the Vatican Pietà and the mammoth
complexity and overt self-identification in the Florentine Pietà have fallen to the wayside in
favor of this uncharacteristically reduced composition. The faces lack structural or otherwise
identifiable detail, revealing preliminary carving intended to merely rough out the general
location of each feature on the surface, like a sketch. The eyes of both Christ and His companion
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are vacant, distant ovals, open but unseeing. Their noses are mere wedges of marble, carved to
form the pointed bridge alone. Christ’s mouth is lost almost completely in the textured, scarred
surface of the stone, while the Virgin’s pout only slightly protrudes from her face. Both Christ’s
hair and the Virgin’s hood are masses of undefined stone, lacking any line work or depth to
distinguish the materials of which they are composed. The physical elements of their faces,
roughly placed and hastily carved, do not contribute to the viewer’s ability to identify them.
The bodies, too, harbor almost no anatomical accuracy. Different areas of the work
survive in varied stages of completeness – Christ’s legs reveal some attention to anatomical
detailing in the chiseled thigh and calf muscles, joined by carefully rendered knees, while the
torso features only the slightest hint of flexed abdominal muscle at the hips. The Virgin’s left
arm, which should be carrying the bulk of Christ’s weight, instead rests gently on His left
shoulder while the bulk of His weight seems to defy gravity, resting only slightly back against
His mother’s torso. The rendering of Christ’s right foot stops at the heel, reduced to nothing but
a block of stone at the toes. His left foot melts into the base, inextricable from the mounds of
stone left generally untouched. Despite this and in direct contrast to its marble predecessors, the
artist’s execution of the Rondanini Pietà harbors a peculiar expression of weightlessness, a
misconception of mass, weight, gravity, and force that utterly and uniquely fails to convince.
It might seem logical to attribute this lack of detail to aging. However, the last record of
Michelangelo handling marble and a chisel survives from February 12, 1564, a mere six days
before his death, at which time he was working tirelessly on the Rondanini Pietà.128 It is, upon
first inspection, unfinished in the strictest sense, for its creator died before its execution could be
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completed. Michelangelo, while carving the Rondanini Pietà, was on the brink of death,
obsessively preoccupied with perfection and his own mortality, working in spite of painful
afflictions described by Vasari:
In his old age, he suffered from gravel in his urine which finally turned into
kidney stones, and for many years, he was in the hands of Master Realdo
Colombo, his very close friend, who treated him with injections and looked after
him carefully… As he grew old, he constantly wore boots fashioned from dogs’
skin on his bare feet for months at a time, so that when he later wanted to remove
them his skin would often peel off as well.129
Given that the work was interrupted by its master’s death, it is understandable to want to
proclaim that perhaps, had he lived longer, the shadows of detail in the bodies would have been
manipulated to completion beyond the irregular surface that survives today. Even if
Michelangelo had survived long enough to further manipulate the marble, its reduced
composition – free of the lavish drapery and inimitable polish in the Vatican Pietà and of the
presence of extra companions in the Florentine Pietà – would have stood in stark contrast to its
predecessors. This indicates that Michelangelo’s conception of what it meant to carve a marble
pietà metamorphosized as he aged and approached death. The goal was no longer to showcase
his talent, but to create something that truly represented the essence of his faith, which was, by
definition, an equivalently reduced demonstration of piety when compared Church-as-institutionoriented worship. That he had never done so in a marble pietà suggests that Michelangelo, in his
old age and proximity to death, may have grappled with how exactly to express the doctrine of
sola fide in what would be his final sculpture.
Michelangelo had nine years from the start of the Rondanini Pietà in 1555 to his death in
1564, during which time he could have labored intensively on the work when not obligated to his
commissions, as he had when carving the Florentine Pietà. That the Rondanini Pietà was only
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brought to this rough level of incompletion in nine years while the Florentine Pietà was
substantially finished before its mutilation in only eight suggests that Michelangelo would have
struggled to bring to fruition his final work even if he had not died midway through its execution.
In short, his conflict with the Rondanini Pietà clearly extended far beyond any physical
inability to complete it; such physical limitations, perpetuated by an aging body and his ultimate
death, can only contextualize a portion of his struggle with bringing to completion the Rondanini
Pietà. As such, we may suggest that the surviving version of the Rondanini Pietà is one that is
comparatively more unfinished now than it would have been at the time of Michelangelo’s death,
had he struggled only physically with its execution. Thus, it is possible that Michelangelo
grappled with such uncertainty related to his own salvation in crafting the Rondanini Pietà. This
struggle persists from his initial ideas for the work, which survive in the form of the Oxford
sketches (Figure 11), which depict five working iterations of the Rondanini Pietà.130 The
sketches feature a variety of compositions – drafted as roughly as the marble was carved –
featuring the body of Christ and at least one supporter.
One can see from initial inspection that these figures, save for their composition, are
hardly identifiable. Two feature multiple figures as in the Florentine Pietà, while three feature
only two figures as in the Rondanini Pietà. If they were not configured in a manner consistent
with a traditional pietà, it would be difficult to ascertain the identities of the figures in each
version. Because the composition does, however, follow a certain iconography, the body of
Christ – hastily outlined with only the smallest attention paid to anatomy – in each sketch is
recognizable. Christ’s companions, however, remain anonymous.
This lack of clarity is noted in the days and weeks following Michelangelo’s death. On
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February 19, 1564 – the day after Michelangelo’s death – a notary on behalf of the Governor of
Rome went to inventory the late artist’s studio; the listing for the Rondanini Pietà referred to the
work as “another principal statue of Christ and another figure above, attached together, rough
and unfinished.”131 This suggests that the ambiguity of the identity of Christ’s companion is not
just a product of the centuries between then and now, but was the case from the start, perhaps
even in Michelangelo’s conception of the scene. He clearly struggled with the physical
manifestation of the figures from the marble; perhaps, too, he struggled with the identity of
Christ’s companion in his final iteration of the Pietà.
The persistent ambiguity in the Rondanini Pietà can be read in relation to the openendedness with which Michelangelo viewed his own death and ascension into Heaven. The
perceived anonymity of the supporting figure – in both the marble and its sketched predecessors
– suggests Michelangelo’s ambivalence both about and towards his final work, irrespective of his
own physical limitations that exacerbated with age. This ambiguity and ambivalence correlates
directly with the endlessness of Michelangelo’s spiritual struggle demonstrated in each of his
previous iterations of the marble Pietà. With the Vatican Pietà, he had to return to inscribe his
name on the work. With the Florentine Pietà, his sense of self-worth ended in destruction.
Likewise, a concrete conclusion cannot be made with respect to the Rondanini Pietà.
In his last years, it is apparent that Michelangelo was still grappling with his spirituality
in marble. On December 28, 1563, in his last surviving letter, the artist was unable to “use [his]
hand to write” and was forced to “get others to write and [he’d] sign.”132 He had already
abandoned penning sonnets by 1560, and letter-writing by 1563; yet, in the week before his

131

Aurelio Gotti, Vita di Michelangelo (Italy: Tipografia Della Gazzetta d’Italia, 1875), 150 as cited in Paoletti, “The Rondanini
Pietà,” 74. The Italian reads Un’altra statua principiata per un Cristo ed un’altra figura di sopra, ataccata insieme, sbozzata et
non finita.
132
Michelangelo quoted in Ramsden, The Letters of Michelangelo, vol. 2, 208, Letter no. 480, December 28, 1563.

53

death, Michelangelo could still muster the strength, energy, and wherewithal in his old age to
pick up a heavy chisel and carve a hard stone. This suggests a desperation to defy his physical
limitations if it meant more time conquering the marble, a quest that challenged him for most of
his life. This is not only a clear reflection of his love for the stone that entranced him from
youth, but perhaps also a contemplation of identification of the self in the stone. Was the
supporting figure in the Rondanini Pietà intended to be the Virgin? Nicodemus? Michelangelo
himself? All of the above, or none? Contemporary and modern viewers cannot reach a viable
conclusion; perhaps, then, neither could Michelangelo in nine years of contemplation before his
death interrupted the works’ ultimate end. This meditative open-endedness, in parallel to the
ongoing nature of Michelangelo’s spiritual journey, may have been at the forefront of the artist’s
mind while he struggled to bring to completion the Rondanini Pietà.
This is not to say that Michelangelo consciously intended to leave the work as some sort
of unfinished, poetic form. The pioneering of such abstraction would not arise for over three
hundred years after his death and likely would not have interested the artist anyway, who valued
highly the classicized attention to realistic detail exemplified by the greats of antiquity. Each of
Michelangelo’s earlier marble sculptures must have once existed in this state, between the
quarrying of the marble and the final blow of the chisel. However, it is notable that the artist
grappled with the Rondanini Pietà for more than nine years, and likely would have continued to
struggle with its execution had he not died in the middle of it. Michelangelo’s unresolved
identity of Christ’s companion in the Rondanini Pietà at this advanced stage of his life and career
suggests a perennial struggle to complete the sculpture given nearly a decade to work on it. We
are left with the evidence presented in the unfinished Rondanini Pietà, which exhibits a
diminished composition irrespective of its rough, prematurely-truncated execution. Such a
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moderated iteration of the Pietà, one that stands in stark contrast to its two predecessors,
suggests that, even if he had lived long enough to bring it closer to completion, Michelangelo
might not have been able to.
In pursuing an immediate replacement for the Florentine Pietà, it is evident that
Michelangelo had not yet completed that which he intended for his original sculpture, further
emphasizing the insurmountable work that remained to be done in his own path toward spiritual
perfection. As Philipp Fehl noted, there is a humility in Michelangelo’s execution of the
Rondanini Pietà that he struggled to represent in his execution of the Vatican and Florentine
equivalents that could motivate an alternate reason for such slight detailing prior to his death.133
Such insufficient detailing is not only apparent in the minimally-rendered musculature or
the superficial facial features present in both figures, but also in the surface of the marble itself.
One can observe the artist’s repetitive, lateral strike of the chisel across the center of the
composition, gashes upon Christ’s flesh, as the body struggled to emerge from within the stone.
The drapery cascading from the Virgin’s shoulders resembles not the polished waterfalls of cloth
characteristic of the Vatican and Florentine Pietà, but rather a lumpy mass in which the folds are
indistinguishable, immune to gravitational pull. Save for Christ’s legs – which, though carved
with some attention to anatomical detail, are hardly polished – the full work in the round (Figure
12) bears witness to Michelangelo’s final attempt at conquering his beloved marble in every
bump, crevice, gash, and grain.
Gone is the youthful, brash confidence with which Michelangelo initially carved,
polished, and signed the Vatican Pietà, using his talent and network to secure a lifetime of wellconnected patronage. Gone, too, is the starved, mournful, contradictory ambition with which he
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carved the second marble Pietà, attempting to prove his faith in God by besting the greats of
antiquity with a complex marble arrangement unlike any other. The final Pietà with only two
figures is as simple a composition as possible; the ambiguity of identification of Christ’s
supporting figure enables the viewer to project any number of interpretations onto the rough
surface of the marble. Such projection would have also been available to Michelangelo himself.
The surface itself, unpolished and unfinished, becomes one for meditation and prayer. We see
presented in the Rondanini Pietà humility unlike Michelangelo had ever expressed in marble – a
last-ditch endeavor towards salvation for the aging artist preoccupied with his own mortality.
In the years prior to his death, on occasion, Michelangelo presented himself as illprepared for death,134 as in in a letter to his brother Lionardo:
…because I am an old man, as you know, I should like to do something in Florence for
the welfare of my soul, that is to say, to give alms, since there is nothing one can do that I
know of. For this purpose I wish to have a certain number of scudi made payable in
Florence, so that you can go and pay, or rather give in charity where there is most need…
I do not want to delay…135
In this letter, dated July 18, 1561, Michelangelo appears to make an attempt to contribute
financially to a charitable cause as a safeguard for his soul. If we are to be critical, we might
read such a transaction as a direct violation of the doctrine of justification by faith, in which
Michelangelo faithfully believed for the majority of the years following his first meeting with
Colonna nearly three decades prior. Such a reversion to a perspective mostly eliminated from his
contemplation of spirituality reveals the desperation with which Michelangelo grappled for
something, anything to guarantee his worthiness at the end.
The principle of justification by faith merits repeating here, for Michelangelo’s
interpretation of it as he worked through his spirituality in the marble is of particular importance.
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Such a doctrine, introduced to Michelangelo by Colonna, preached the challenging of the
authority of institutional worship prioritized by the Church and instead emphasizing one’s
internal, intimate relationship with Christ:
…when one hears it said that faith alone justifies without works, he should not be
deceived and think like the false Christians who drag everything down to the level
of carnal life. For them, true faith consists in believing in the story of Jesus Christ
in the way that one believes those of Caesar and Alexander. This kind of belief is
a historical belief, founded on the mere report of men and writings and impressed
lightly on the mind through established custom… Faith such as this is a human
fantasy; it does not renew man’s heart at all or warm it with divine love…
Accordingly, they falsely say that faith alone does not justify but that we need
works, contrary to the Holy Scripture and to the blessed doctors of the holy
church… This historical and most vain faith, with the works added to it, not only
does not justify but also hurls people into the depths of hell…136
This passage of the Beneficio di Cristo, in particular, warns against the deluded Christian who
mistakes salvation as something that can be quantified through good deeds rather than through
God’s grace and the individual’s faith. One must perpetually strip away the extraneous nature of
deeds-oriented worship in order to attain the redemption of one’s soul.
The removal of irrelevant, peripheral practices in worship can be paralleled in
Michelangelo’s limited modeling of the supporting figure in the Rondanini Pietà. The stripping
away of everything except Christ – even the identity of His companion – is akin to the essence of
justification by faith. In strict conformity with the doctrine of sola fide, it matters not who the
supporting actor is because the essence of the story of the Passion, the person to whom the
devout should direct their faith, is Christ and Christ alone. In carving the Rondanini Pietà,
Michelangelo revealed the concetto from within the marble as a demonstration of his devotion to
Christ, which will always be non-finito.137 In parallel, he also revealed the ongoing process
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within to justify oneself by faith – one that could not meet its end until Michelangelo’s last
breath. What more appropriate contemplation of the aging artist’s own mortality than creating a
statue meant to grace his own tomb, interrupted only by his own passing, after more than half a
century of grappling with themes of death, faith, and salvation in marble and the written word?
Though it is the least polished of the artist’s three marble Pietà, in this final sculpture one
may recognize Michelangelo’s ultimate self-reflection in marble. To reiterate the artist’s own
words with which I began:
Relieved of a troublesome and heavy corpse,
and set free from the world, I turn to you,
my dear Lord, as a tired and fragile boat
heads from the frightful tempest toward sweet calm.
In light of the parallels between the incomplete marble and Michelangelo’s own sense of the
spiritual self as an ongoing project in the years, months, and days before his death, it appears
possible that the version of the Rondanini Pietà that exists today may, in spite of its foreverunfinished state, be exactly what Michelangelo planned for it nearly five-hundred years ago – a
visual testament to his spiritual non-finito.
The next chapter will consider the notion of the spiritual non-finito as it pertains to a
fourth surviving interpretation of the Pietà. However, rather than addressing the much-disputed
Palestrina Pietà,138 as others have, I will look at a work that has been traditionally considered
separately from its marble counterparts in modern scholarship, a presentation drawing prepared
for Vittoria Colonna in the late 1530s. Though not in marble, the presentation drawing displays
a similar reflection of Michelangelo’s faith and concerns for the fate of his soul present in the
Vatican, Florentine, and Rondanini Pietà.
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Chapter 4 – La gratia d’Iddio non si può comperare: The Presentation Drawing Pietà
The pattern of Michelangelo’s reflection on his faith in the pietà could be further
extended to the final statue of this type attributed to Michelangelo, the Palestrina Pietà (Figure
13). Such is the case in Jean-Pierre Barricelli’s analysis, which considered a similar trajectory of
the development of the artist’s piety in what he called a “spiritual autobiography” of
Michelangelo’s contemplations of faith in his marble Pietà.139 He notes that the Palestrina Pietà,
which falls chronologically between the Vatican Pietà of Michelangelo’s youth and the maimed
Florentine Pietà fifty years its junior, follows a similar pattern of spiritual reflection present in
his three marble sculptures previously discussed.
This attribution of the Palestrina Pietà to Michelangelo, first made in the eighteenth
century, lacks reference to the plethora of surviving contemporary paperwork.140 Furthermore,
the attention to anatomical detail in its execution – with Christ’s elongated and muscular arms in
stark contrast to His sinewy and shortened legs – is out of character for the artist who, even with
age, demonstrated technical acuity in multiple architectural and preparatory sketches from the
same time.141 Consequently, this attribution has been widely disregarded.
It is for this reason that I would like to propose an alternative to Barricelli’s conclusion to
further substantiate his exploration of Michelangelo’s “spiritual autobiography.” We may
instead include another pietà, which was created by Michelangelo as a presentation drawing for
Vittoria Colonna (Figure 14) sometime between 1538 and 1544. Because it is a sketch, one
might think it to be a preparation for a future work and therefore unfinished. For Michelangelo,
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drawings were often preliminary, imperfect explorations for forthcoming works of sculpture and
architecture. Vasari noted that “just before his death he burned a large number of his own
drawings, sketches and cartoons to prevent anyone from seeing the labors he endured or the ways
he tested his genius, for fear that he might seem less than perfect.”142 A presentation drawing,
however, is not a preparatory drawing. The existence of Michelangelo’s Pietà on paper is thus
notable for two reasons: first, in its execution as a final product and second, in its survival.
The drawing itself features the scene of the Passion immediately after the Deposition,
Christ’s dead body hanging limply in His mother’s lap, shrouded by the mounds of drapery from
her robes, supported at each arm by an angel. The Virgin is seated at the base of the cross, arms
gesturing towards the skies, lamenting the enormous weight of her loss. Each figure is crafted
with the critical attention to anatomical detail typical of the artist, with considerable emphasis
placed on Christ’s defined musculature. Christ is dead, yet His body, as Nagel noted,
“ambiguously flickers with signs of life,”143 appearing as if His feet are almost positioning
themselves beneath the torso to stand. In the centuries since its creation, the drawing was split
into at least two pieces; the other fragments do not survive, however. It is for this reason that the
inscription on the vertical member of the cross, which is a reference to Dante Alighieri’s
Commedia, is prematurely truncated.
Such quality of execution in the drawing afforded its exchange as a gift from
Michelangelo to Colonna. The creation of drawings as gifts, as noted by Michael Hirst, dates to
at least the late fifteenth century, at which time the execution of a sketch intended as an offering
– by definition, without return – became commonplace between artists and their acquaintances.
Hirst notes that Michelangelo’s later presentation drawings – precious few of which survive, all
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intended for Colonna – parallel his poetry in that each serves as a medium of reflection on the
self and his relationship with Christ.144 Such reflection – upon love, death, spirituality, and
salvation – also parallels that which is present in the three marble pietà previously discussed.
Michelangelo and Colonna first met as early as 1536, but enjoyed regular contact by
1538 or 1539, at which time a profound, intimate relationship between spiritual advisor and
dedicated advisee developed. With her guidance, Michelangelo began to reevaluate the role of
his art in the demonstration of his piety. In a sonnet dating from 1536, at the very start of their
relationship, Michelangelo likened Colonna’s transformation of his faith to his transformations
of paper and stone into works of art:
A man lost in his own thoughts,
with an eye that does not see,
is slow to fall in love by his own powers;
so draw within me from outside,
as I do on blank sheet or in stone
that has nothing within, and then what I want is there.145
In a later sonnet, dated from the same period as the presentation drawing Pietà, Michelangelo
offers himself as a blank slate to Colonna’s instruction, so that she may write upon him – the
paper as his soul – the secret to their faith:
Now on the right foot and now on the left,
shifting back and forth, I search for my salvation.
Between virtue and vice,
my bewildered heart distresses and wearies me;
I’m like one who can’t see heaven,
who gets lost on every path and misses his goal.
I offer my blank page
to your sacred ink, so that
love’s deceptions may vanish and mercy may write the truth;
that my soul, freed from itself,
may not subject to our errors
the little that’s left me, and I may live less blind.
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I beg to know from you,
high and godly lady, whether humbled sin
holds a lower rank in heaven than sheer good.146
Such contemplation in sonnet indicates that, around this time, Michelangelo was willing to
reflect upon his spirituality on paper, in a manner consistent with his regular meditation in
marble. This is true not only in the written word, but also in the surviving presentation drawings
for Colonna. It is through this contemplation that, through the Marchioness, Michelangelo is
introduced to what Nagel calls the “art of the gift,”147 which would serve as a model for the
doctrine of justification by faith to which both the artist and his spiritual advisor subscribed.
Presentation drawings – as complete works in their own right – were, as Nagel noted,
“deliberately exempt from the normal economy of art production.”148 They were independent
pieces that nevertheless retained an element of experimentation, permitting art practice to go
beyond the scope of works created on commission. In contrast to altarpieces or tomb sculptures
for which the artist was required to adhere to the patron’s wishes under contract, presentation
drawings allowed for more freedom for self-reflection than would have been possible in a
commissioned work.
The exchange of art via commission was vastly different than the economy of art as gift.
Entry into a contract through which an artist such as Michelangelo would be paid by a patron to
produce a work of art meant to demonstrate piety, as in the former, sat uncomfortably with the
justification by faith as described in the Beneficio di Cristo:
Since Christ, who had no need of me, has regained me with his own blood and
become poor in order to enrich me, I likewise want to give my goods and my life
to the love and welfare of my neighbor… If we do not love our neighbor, for the
love of whom Christ has shed his own blood, we cannot truthfully say that we
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love Christ… We who are rich and abundant in Christ’s goods should be obedient
to God in this same way; we should offer and give our works, all our possessions,
and ourselves to our neighbors and brothers in Christ, serving them in all their
needs and being almost another Christ to them.149
One could not commodify his or her devotion – faith was an ongoing process of reflection and
re-reflection, the conclusion of which could not be reached by definition:
You will say… ‘I really believe in the remission of sins and I know that God is
truthful, but I doubt that I am worth of such a great gift’… the remission of sins
would not be a gift and a grace but a payment, if God granted it to you because of
the worth of your works… You will become just and holy in God’s sight because
the justice and sanctity of Jesus Christ is imparted to you through this faith…150
Reducing the endlessness of faith to a work that could be commodified, finished, and sold –
exchanged for something in return – violated the selflessness with which one should present
goods to his or her neighbor that paralleled the humility with which Christ gave His life for His
followers. One is granted the gift of Christ’s sacrifice through faith in Him; one cannot strive
toward a goal at which he or she has demonstrated sufficient faith in order to deserve such a gift.
Instead, one’s piety must continue evermore – an endless work in progress:
Those who are justified through faith realize that they are just through the justice
of God executed in Christ, and so they do not make trade of their good works with
God and claim with them they can buy justification from him. Instead, they are
inflamed with the love of God and want to glorify Christ, who has justified them
and given them all his merits and riches…When they fall through the weakness of
the flesh, they rise again even more desirous of doing good and so much more
enamored of their God… At the end, he will give them the inheritance of the
world and will make them conform to the glorious image of Christ.151
Christ’s sacrifice was both final and boundless – it could not be returned, for no amount of
penance could ever repay His holy sacrifice. One could and should strive to best merit such a
gift, but to deserve such mercy was an impossible, and thereby ongoing, task. A work of art can
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be finished, but the work of devotion is never complete. A gift could not enter an economy of
exchange in which the giver is compensated for his initial offering.152 The role of the giver was
to selflessly offer his gift; the role of the recipient, as Abigail Brundin noted, was to welcome the
giver’s sacrifice with “an attitude of meek submission and grateful acceptance.”153
Michelangelo and Colonna explored the economy of debt that comes with receiving in
their surviving correspondence. Michelangelo, having received a book of Colonna’s poetry,
sought to fashion himself worthy of her gift by creating something to gift her in return. Such
was already a violation of a fundamental creed of his faith, which he realized in one of two
surviving letters:
Before taking possession, Signora, of the things which Your Ladyship has several
times wished to give me, I wanted, in order to receive them as little unworthiness
as possible, to execute something for you by my own hand. Then I came to
realize that the grace of God cannot be bought, and that to keep you waiting is a
grievous sin. I confess my fault and willingly accept the things in question…154
Around this time, he also explored a similar notion of meriting the gift of grace in sonnet:
In order, lofty lady, to be less unworthy
of the gift of your immense graciousness,
on first encountering it, my lowly genius
wanted to use my own with all my heart.
But now that I’ve seen that my own worth can’t open
a path for me to rise up to that standard,
my guilty audacity asks for your pardon,
and I’ll grow ever wiser from my failure.
And I see clearly how anyone’s mistaken
who believes the grace that rains down from divine you
could be equaled by my feeble and fleeting work.
Genius, and art, and memory give up:
for one who’s mortal can’t, from himself, repay
a heavenly gift, even with a thousand tries.155
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Later, Michelangelo would endeavor to create two presentation drawings for the Marchioness.
One was a Crucifixion (Figure 15), which she had requested from him:
Please send a small crucifixion, even if it is not well-finished, such that you would
want to show it to the Most Reverend Cardinal of Mantua and other gentlemen:
and if you are not busy today with work, come and talk to me at your
convenience.156
Michelangelo was preoccupied with Pope Paul III’s commission of The Last Judgment at this
time; it is for this reason that the Crucifixion took far longer than the Marchioness would have
liked. After some urging, Michelangelo replied that the delay in part was due to his desire to
give her a gift, of his own volition, of another drawing:
I had desired to perform more for you than for anyone on earth I ever knew… and
although it may have seemed that I had forgotten, I was executing something I
had not mentioned, in order to add something that was not expected. My plan has
been spoilt.”157
The Crucifixion in particular interested Colonna, who would later offer a copy to Cardinal
Reginald Pole, her mentor in the Spirituali. The other image of which Michelangelo speaks –
“my plan has been spoilt” – was the Pietà.
There is no surviving record indicating which presentation drawing came first, but both
can be read as pendants to each other, as the figures of Christ in both drawings share similarities.
The Crucifixion drawing portrays a moment in the Passion before Christ succumbs; despite the
clear pain to which He must have been exposed, the legs remain flexed – one knee locked, the
other bent – shifting the weight laterally, as if standing in contrapposto on a pedestal, rather than
having been nailed to the cross. His arms are perfectly level with the horizontal member of the
cross, seemingly invulnerable to the downward pull of gravity. His head, which should have
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been drooping heavily, cranes effortlessly up to the skies, as if resistant to the Deposition to
come, looking instead towards His subsequent ascension to heaven.
There is tension in Christ’s body in the Pietà as well. As His head falls downward, the
muscles of the legs are taut and positioned as if preparing to stand, resisting the forces of gravity
that should bring the body to earth. The angels flanking the body – a third of the size of their
companions – seem to be dancing, hardly struggling against Christ’s mass, suggesting a
weightlessness of the body that counteracts earthly forces. The upward gesture of the
Crucifixion is reflected in the Pietà drawing by the Virgin, who also looks to the skies. Her arms
action a prayer for her son, lifting Him up.
How did the Marchioness receive this gift? Nagel calls attention to the value Colonna
placed on the technical acumen of Michelangelo’s divine drawing as a vehicle of prayer:
I desired what now marvelously I see fulfilled, that is on every side in utmost
perfection, and not if one could desire more, nor would one wish as much. And I
tell you that I am very happy that the angel on the right is more beautiful, because
the angel Michael will place you, Michelangelo, at the right hand of the Lord.
And in this way, I do not know how to serve you in any way other than praying to
this sweet Christ, who so well and perfectly you have depicted…158
She appreciated the open-ended devotional quality of Michelangelo’s presentation drawings even
as she understood them as complete, finalized works of art. In sum, far from being a preparatory
sketch, one can observe the most complete iteration of the Pietà motif in Michelangelo’s corpus
of works borne not of marble, but of black chalk on paper.
If the Pietà for Colonna is the most finito iteration of the theme, it is also a site for
Michelangelo’s contemplation of what I have described as the spiritual non-finito. We might
turn here to the prematurely truncated Dantean inscription along the vertical member of the
cross. The inscription – likely abbreviated by an earlier tear in the drawing, the second piece of
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which does not survive – reads Non vi si pensa quanto sang[ue costa], the start of the verse in
canto 29 of the Paradiso:
They think not there how much blood it costs to sow it in the world, nor how
much he pleases who humbly keeps close to it. Each one strives for display and
makes his own inventions, and those are treated of by the preachers, and the
Gospel is silent.159
The reference to the cost of blood in Dante’s poem has been related to the ritualistic act of
calculating volumes of Christ’s blood, which originated in the Middle Ages; this quantitative
approach, however, would have been condemned by the Spirituali. Nagel, instead, proposed an
alternate reading of canto 29 that focused on what would have been the Spirituali interpretation.
He suggested that the cost of the bloodshed was “beyond reckoning,” that even the most devout
Catholic could not begin to fathom the magnitude of Christ’s sacrifice.160 Christ gave His life
for one’s salvation, and one could be granted eternal life in death, so long as he or she
continuously demonstrates faith in the gift of His grace alone. Such demonstration of faith, by
definition to the Spirituali as referenced in the Beneficio di Cristo, must not be quantitative and
therefore temporary, but perpetual, for the magnitude of Christ’s sacrifice could never be repaid
through any calculation of good deeds:
What mind is so abject, vile, and cold, that the thought of the inestimable
grandeur of God’s gift to us, the gift of his most beloved Son with all his
perfections, does not inflame it with a most ardent desire to be like Christ in good
works… Although he was equal to God, he was obedient to the Father even unto
death on the cross, and he has loved and redeemed us, giving himself to us with
all his works and possessions. We who are rich and abundant in Christ’s goods
should be obedient to God in this same way; we should offer and give our works,
all our possessions, and ourselves to our neighbors and brothers in Christ, serving
them in all their needs and being almost another Christ to them… Just as Christ
endured all the persecutions and disorders of the world for the glory of God, we
should cheerfully undergo the ignominies and persecutions which false Christians
impose on all those who want to live piously in Christ.161
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If one endeavored to justify by faith and faith alone in perpetuity, one could only begin to
understand the greatness of Christ’s sacrifice and, in turn, of God’s boundless mercy.
We return here to syntax. This continuity of faith is even further reflected in Dante’s
construction of the canto, which is in the continuous present tense. Michelangelo’s choice of
utilizing this portion of the Paradiso, therefore, references the ongoing nature of faith not only in
the glimmers of life in Christ’s body and in the interpretation of the canto, but also the use of
grammar to convey the ongoing moment. This is not unique to Michelangelo who, in his use of
the imperfect verb facieba[t] in his signature upon the Vatican Pietà, demonstrated particular
attention to the implication of verb tenses in the pendulum of finito/non-finito. Thus, in
considering the continuous present tense of the verbs in the canto – si pensa quanto sang[ue
costa] – the line referenced on the cross in the presentation drawing Pietà takes on a new
meaning. The verb tense emphasizes the continuing cost of Christ’s shed blood even in death.
Day after day, this cost weighs on the minds of the faithful; thus, in order to even begin to repay
it, one must undertake perpetual, ongoing prayer. The critical importance of the presentation
drawing Pietà in our assessment of Michelangelo’s journey in grappling with the spiritual nonfinito is, therefore, not necessarily the circumstances of its creation and transmission as gift.
Rather, the content of the drawing reveals a statement that allowed for the artist’s perpetual
reflection on the themes associated with the scene of the Pietà, upon which he would continue to
dwell – in both marble and the written word – well after the death of Colonna and for the rest of
his life.
Michelangelo’s further contemplation of these themes inspired by Spirituali beliefs can
be found in sonnets written shortly after having executed the pair of presentation drawings for
the Marchioness:
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Every time that my idol appears again
in the eyes of my heart, which is faint yet strong,
Death comes between one object and another
and the more he scares me, the more he drives it away.
My soul hopes to draw more happiness from this trouble
than it could delight from any other fate;
but Love, unbeaten, arms for his own defense
with his sharpest equipment, and reasoning, he says:
“One can only die once, and is not born again;
and if one stays with my love before death,
then what will become of him, dying with it?
Since flaming love, by which the soul’s released
draws it, like a magnet, to a similar heat,
the soul, cleansed in fire like gold, will return to God.”162
This sonnet, which was written at least a year after the creation of the presentation drawing,
indicates that Michelangelo would grapple with these themes in perpetuity, or at least for the rest
of his life.
The drawing of the Pietà for Colonna was not intended as an artwork per se, but rather,
as a devotional tool and, above all, as a gift. Though it is considered to be a work of art by both
contemporary and modern standards due to the identity of its creator, the defining characteristic
of the drawing is the finality of the transaction in which it was delivered to the Marchioness.
Once it was released from the artist’s ownership and relinquished to the recipient, Michelangelo
lost all ability to further engage with the drawing as its creator. Such a transaction demonstrated
an element of finality that cannot be similarly observed in Michelangelo’s self-reflection in his
three marble Pietà. The Vatican Pietà, left ongoing via a signature bearing its master’s name in
the imperfect tense, allowed, in theory, for Michelangelo’s eternal return to the marble with
chisel in hand. The Florentine Pietà, bearing a self-portrait in contact with the body of Christ,
allowed for eternal reflection in stone of His lesson for Nicodemus until Michelangelo, upon
realizing a contradiction of his faith, attacked and later relinquished the marble. The Rondanini
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Pietà was interrupted by the sculptor’s death, forever unfinished. In all three instances,
Michelangelo granted himself the potential to return to his work in marble, allowing for further
contemplation on the endlessness of faith. The presentation drawing Pietà, while complete in
execution and delivery, remained nevertheless open-ended through Michelangelo’s exploration
of the spiritual non-finito and the doctrine of justification by faith via the Pietà.
In the conclusion, I will explore the shifting identity of the works discussed in this thesis
in relation to the Augustinian and Dantean notion of the spiritual mountain motif. The mons dei
directs the devout to minimize the separation between themselves on earth and God in heaven,
acting piously to climb this “mountain” as they approach death and eventual ascension following
the Last Judgment.163 Michelangelo’s execution of each Pietà mirrors such an ascent. Like his
four Pietà, he, too, underwent a parallel sort of oscillation as he worked through the nature of his
faith – a perpetual cycle of internalized piety – in both his art and his sonnets. The artist’s
lifelong return to the themes and iconography of the Pietà can be considered in tandem with his
religious beliefs as yet another expression of his spiritual non-finito.
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Italy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014) and discussed in the conclusion.

70

Conclusion – Mons dei
The unmarried, childless Michelangelo believed he would be granted eternal life borne of
his works after his death, left behind on earth at the conclusion of his spiritual journey. Giorgio
Vasari reported the following interaction:
A priest, a friend of [Michelangelo’s], said: ‘It’s a pity you haven’t taken a wife,
for you would have had many children and bequeathed to them many honorable
works.’ Michelangelo answered: ‘I have too much of a wife in this art that has
always afflicted me, and the works I shall leave behind will be my children, and
even if they are nothing, they will live for a long while.’164
That Michelangelo was considering his legacy after death suggests he may have been performing
similar contemplation in each of his four surviving Pietà. The reflection of the self in each of
these works delineates a trajectory of the artist’s spiritual development in relation to both the
aesthetic and spiritual non-finito. The previous chapters have considered a pendulum of
completion and incompletion in the works that he left behind – his “children.” Expressions of
humility in each of the four Pietà were executed in compliance with the doctrine of sola fide;
such expression, a function of the aesthetic non-finito, would increase from the Vatican Pietà
that Michelangelo revisited, to the Florentine Pietà that he would interrupt, to the Rondanini
Pietà that would disperse into abstraction as a result of his death midway through its execution.
Finally, the presentation drawing Pietà for Colonna, though technically a complete work,
remained nevertheless a spiritual non-finito opening itself up for endless prayer, developing and
redeveloping the themes of love, sacrifice, and salvation.
Michelangelo’s growth as a Catholic and an artist can also be demonstrated in the four
versions of the Pietà he created as he aged through nearly seven decades. In his journey up the
mons dei embodied by each iteration of the Pietà, Michelangelo mapped a trajectory of the
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development of his spirituality that may be considered not only in terms of medium and
increasing humility, as demonstrated in previous chapters, but also in terms of chronology.
In the earliest instance, we find the bold and ambitious young Michelangelo who had fled
from Savonarolan Florence and who brought to life mother and child in the Vatican Pietà, and
who, through this commission, established himself as wholly dedicated to the Church as
institution. At a subsequent point in his career, we see him as the dedicated spiritual protégé of
Colonna, whose guidance afforded the artist the ability to craft his only artistically complete
Pietà at the peak of his spiritual exploration, encouraged by the Spirituali and the Beneficio di
Cristo. Upon her death, Michelangelo devolved into an anguished and grief-stricken artist,
desperately exercising his talent to create a monument worthy of salvation in the form of the
Florentine Pietà, until – startled by the sudden realization of the paradox of his own motivations
– he attacked the sculpture in a fit of rage and ultimately abandoned it to an acquaintance. By
the time of the Rondanini Pietà, Michelangelo – an old man on the precipice of death – turned to
marble for the final time as he revisited the doctrine of sola fide, attempting to synthesize both
aesthetic and spiritual forms of the non-finito in his most open-ended iteration of the theme.
Each marble version of the Pietà took longer and longer for the artist to conquer, despite
decreasing levels of completion from one work to the next. The Vatican Pietà only took
Michelangelo four years of dedicated attention between 1497 and 1501. The level of polished
detail and attention to anatomical accuracy he was able to accomplish in such a comparatively
short period of time presents a stark contrast to the eight years of sporadic contemplation of the
Florentine Pietà from 1547 to 1555. Despite taking nearly double the time working on the
Florentine Pietà than he did on the Vatican Pietà, Michelangelo never again accomplished that
which he did in his comparatively-quick execution of his earliest version.

72

This pattern repeats itself in his execution of the Rondanini Pietà. Despite the potential
for Michelangelo’s continued deliberation on his final Pietà for many years before such
contemplation was interrupted by its master’s death nine years after its start in 1555, it is the
least complete of the three marble Pietà. This pattern suggests a progressive hesitation with time
on behalf of Michelangelo to bring each work to complete fruition, signifying an escalating
departure from the boastful pride of his youth towards the mature reconciliation of his faith as an
old man.
Each work in marble and chalk was a successive prayer for the salvation of
Michelangelo’s soul, increasing in desperation and spiritual self-expression as he climbed, with
age, closer and closer up the mons dei in death. To further contextualize Michelangelo’s growth
as a Catholic in terms of chronology, I would like to turn, in conclusion, to the aspect of
weightlessness present in the four Pietà as it pertains to the notion of one’s journey towards
salvation in parallel to ascension up the spiritual mountain. Sarah Rolfe Prodan summarized the
prevalence of the mons dei motif in Renaissance circles inspired, in particular, by Augustine and
Dante, both of whom heavily influenced Michelangelo’s poetry throughout his life. All three
men demonstrated in their works the complex nature of spiritual ascent, which was mitigated by
grace, humility, and intellect.165 A Christian seeking salvation would resist sins of vanity, lust,
or greed – the forces pulling him or her down towards Hell – and instead, as Prodan noted, “rise
mythically from the earthly realm of creation to the heavenly spheres of the Creator.”166
Prodan concluded that “a similar pattern of descent and ascent is discernible in
Michelangelo’s Rime.”167 The artist believed himself predisposed to a life of sin borne of carnal,
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earthly love and thus distant from God both physically and spiritually. Such distance was often
expressed in terms of vertical distance between Michelangelo’s earthly body and his heavenly
God. In one sonnet, dated November 23, 1523, Michelangelo lamented his sinful existence,
begging for any relief that may only be granted by God:
O flesh, O blood, O wood, O ultimate pain!
Through you may be justified all of my sin,
in which I was born, just as my father was.
You alone are good; may your infinite mercy
relieve my predestined state of wickedness
so near to death and so far from God.168
In another, Michelangelo notes the separation between himself and God, a vertical
distance to be climbed, suggesting his resignation to merely yearning for the salvation of his
soul, instead of believing himself worthy of traversing and completing a spiritual ascent:
My eyes, desirous of beautiful things
and my soul, likewise of its salvation,
have no other means to rise
to heaven but to gaze at all such things.169
Michelangelo’s concern for much of his life was minimizing this distance through a
lifetime of devout piety, a form of preparation for death that would merit his own eventual
redemption. This focus is revealed in each of the Pietà discussed in this thesis. In this final
analysis, I would like to assert that Prodan’s observation of a “pattern of descent and ascent” is
present not only in Michelangelo’s surviving poetry, but also in his art. When considering the
four Pietà in chronological order, Michelangelo’s own ascent up the mons dei as he aged can be
read in tandem with the way he executed Christ’s body in each successive work.
A computer-assisted illustration of this comparison is presented here (Figure 16). This
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illustration features each of Michelangelo’s four Pietà depicted to scale using two-dimensional
modeling software, with the dimensions of the overall work identified according to existing
knowledge. The software permits approximation, to scale, of unknown dimensions; this allows
for estimation of the relative dimensions of Christ’s body, which are also illustrated, in each of
the works. These measurements help us identify relevant ratios of height with respect to width
that illustrate Michelangelo’s identification with Christ’s ascension.170 A square that is perfectly
symmetrical has a ratio of its height to its width equal to one; a ratio in excess of one indicates
that the figure is taller than it is wide, while a ratio less than one indicates the opposite.
As we can see, in each successive Pietà, beginning with the polished Vatican iteration of
Michelangelo’s youth and ending with the rough and unfinished Rondanini Pietà in the twilight
of his life, the mathematical ratio of the height of Christ’s body with respect to the width of His
body increases. Each version of Christ’s body forms an oblong rectangle, successively rising
from short and squat to tall and slender as indicated by the red lines in Figure 16, reaching higher
and higher up the mons dei in the direction of the heavens as the ratio of height:width increases
from less than one in the Vatican Pietà to more than three in the Rondanini Pietà. As the
decades passed, Christ’s body in each of Michelangelo’s four Pietà seemed to raise higher and
higher in the direction of the heavens, bridging the vertical distance between Christ and God the
Father and between the artist and the heavens above. These concerns, as we have seen, were also
described by Michelangelo in his sonnets from this period.
This trend is further corroborated by analyzing the effect of gravity on Christ’s body
present in each work. Moving chronologically from the figure of Christ in the Vatican Pietà to
the presentation drawing, the Florentine Pietà, and finally the Rondanini Pietà, Christ’s body
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becomes progressively more immune to the forces of gravity, hinting at His Resurrection and
Ascension to come. The horizontal body of Christ is helplessly strewn over His mother’s lap in
the first, with His arms and legs weighing as heavily on the Virgin as the mounds of drapery
surrounding her. His head rolls back, supported only by His mother’s arm, while her embrace
prevents His limp and lifeless body from crashing to earth. The effects of gravity weigh heavily
in the Vatican Pietà, carved at the start of Michelangelo’s spiritual ascent. Christ’s body, in
contrast, flickers with the slightest signs of life in the presentation drawing for Colonna, the
angels to either side of Christ lifting His body without the aid of the Virgin. Though Christ’s
head hangs heavily down, the legs and feet are positioned as if the body in Limbo is preparing to
rise, resisting the finality of the Crucifixion and foreshadowing the Resurrection into eternal life.
A similar phenomenon can be noted in the Florentine Pietà, where Christ stands taller than in the
previous two versions. In spite of Nicodemus’ guidance, Mary Magdalene’s caress, and the
Virgin’s gentle embrace, Christ confounds the forces of gravity that pull to earth any mortal man
in death, as if each of their hands were carved ambiguously, either lowering the body in the
Deposition or raising Him as in the Ascension.
When we arrive at last to the Rondanini Pietà, the body of Christ is fully immune to such
gravitational forces. In this regard, we can consider it to be demonstrating the culmination of
Michelangelo’s exploration of both Christ’s death and ascension as well as the devout
Christian’s own journey up the spiritual mountain. The final Pietà features a virtually-weightless
Christ. One leg is fully flexed and extended, supporting His weight as if alive, while the other
prepares to do the same. His companion – whether it may be the Virgin, Nicodemus,
Michelangelo himself or any combination thereof – instead of supporting Him, seems to be lifted
by Him sola fide.
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From a structural perspective, the vertical ascent of Christ’s body corresponds to the
progressive increase in the ratio of height to width that codifies the body’s proximity to heaven.
Given Michelangelo’s pious reflection, it would be safe to conclude that the artist may have been
considering his own ascent up the mons dei in tandem with Christ’s, bridging the gap between
himself and God by crafting Christ in closer and closer proximity to heaven. The increasing
resistance to the gravitational pull of the earth in Christ’s body suggests that Michelangelo, too,
may have been increasingly resistant to the corporeal restrictions of life on earth as he developed
in his own spiritual evolution, from ostentatious displays of faith in his embrace of the Church as
directing institution in his youth to the stripped-down exhibition of his old age piety that sought
to employ a stylistic non-finito as an expression for his perpetual spiritual journey.
In this movement towards weightlessness Michelangelo could begin his preparation for
the final day of judgment. As he aged and more rapidly approached death, the higher each body
of Christ, brought to life in art, reached and the higher up the spiritual mountain Michelangelo
yearned to climb. Each of these works was a prayer, a faceless self-representation in marble and
chalk intended to reflect one artist’s journey to attain the salvation of his soul. In considering
Michelangelo’s struggle up the mons dei as embodied in the four Pietà explored in this study,
one reveals a journey towards heaven that only ended with his death at the age of eighty-nine on
February 18, 1564.
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Figure 1
Pietà
Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1497-1501, marble, 174 cm. x 195 cm.
St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City, Rome, Italy
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Figure 2
Pietà
Church of Saint-Aulaire, Aulaire, France
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Figure 3
Pietà
Church of Saint-Jean, Tulle, France
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Figure 4
Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saints, and Angels
Raphael, 1502-1503, oil on poplar, 283.3 cm. x 167.3 cm.
National Gallery, London, United Kingdom
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Figure 5
Detail: Raphael’s Signature, Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saints, and Angels
Raphael, 1502-1503, oil on poplar, 283.3 cm. x 167.3 cm.
National Gallery, London, United Kingdom
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Figure 6
Detail: Michelangelo’s Signature, Pietà
Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1497-1501, marble, 174 cm. x 195 cm.
St. Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City, Rome, Italy
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Figure 7
Florentine Pietà
Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1547-1555, marble, 130.3 cm. x 226 cm.
Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Florence, Italy
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Figure 8
Laocoön and His Sons
Agesander, Athenodoros, and Polydorus, ca. 27 BC-68 CE, marble, 208 cm. x 163 cm. x 112 cm.
Vatican Museums, Vatican City, Rome, Italy
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Figure 9
Volto Santo di Lucca
Attributed to Nicodemus, ca. 770-880 CE, wood, 240 cm.
Cathedral of San Martino, Lucca, Italy
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Figure 10
Rondanini Pietà
Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1555-1564, marble, 67.1 cm. x 195 cm.
Castello Sforzesco, Milan, Italy
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Figure 11
Five Studies for the Rondanini Pietà (The Oxford Sketches)
Michelangelo Buonarroti, ca. 1555-1560, black chalk on paper, 18 cm. x 28.1 cm.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New York
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Figure 12
Alternate View: Rondanini Pietà
Michelangelo Buonarroti, 1555-1564, marble, 67.1 cm. x 195 cm.
Castello Sforzesco, Milan, Italy
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Figure 13
Palestrina Pietà
Erroneously attributed to Michelangelo Buonarroti, ca. 1555, marble, 253 cm.
Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence, Italy

95

Figure 14
Presentation Drawing Pietà for Vittoria Colonna
Michelangelo Buonarroti, ca. 1538-1544, black chalk on paper, 28.9 cm. x 18.9 cm.
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston, Massachusetts
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Figure 15
Presentation Drawing Crucifixion for Vittoria Colonna
Michelangelo Buonarroti, ca. 1538-1541, black chalk on paper, 36.8 cm. x 26.9 cm.
The British Museum, London, United Kingdom
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Height of Christ's Body:
16.2 cm. (6.4 in.)
Overall Drawing Height (Truncated):
28.9 cm. (11.4 in.)

Height of Christ's Body
:
109.2 cm.(43 in.)
Sculpture Height:
174 cm.(68.5 in.)

Width of Christ'sBody:
12.4 cm. (4.9 in.)
Overall Drawing Width:
18.9 cm. 7( .4 in.)

Width of Christ's Body
:
147.6 cm. (58.1 in.)
Sculpture Width:
195 cm. (76.8 in.)

Presentation Drawing
Pietà for Vittoria Colonna

Vatican Pietà
1497-1501

Height:Width Ratio of Christ's Body = 0.74
Scale: 1 2" = 1'-0" = 30.48 cm.

ca. 1538-1544

Sculpture Height:
195 cm. (77in.)

Width of
Christ'sBody:
45.7 cm.(18 in.)

Width of Christ's Body:
81.9 cm. (32.3 in.)
Sculpture Width:
130.3 cm. (51.3 in.)

Sculpture Width:
67.1 cm. (26.4 in.)

Rondanini Pietà

Florentine Pietà

1555-1564

1547-1555

Height:Width Ratio of Christ's Body = 1.96
Scale: 1 2" = 1'-0" = 30.48 cm.

Height of Christ's Body
:
171.5 cm. (67.5 in.)

Sculpture Height:
226 cm. (89 in.)

Height of Christ's Body:
160.3 cm. (63.1 in.)

Height:Width Ratio of Christ's Body = 1.31
Scale: 3" = 1'-0" = 30.48 cm.

Figure 16

Height:Width Ratio of Christ's Body = 3.75
Scale: 1 2" = 1'-0" = 30.48 cm.

Scaled size comparison of four Pietà
Michelangelo Buonarroti
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